                                           Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life!

                                 11/18/07 Sermon:   “Selfishness vs. Service!”

             ( Texts:  James 3:13-4:3, 6-10;  1st Peter 4:1-5, 7-11;  Matthew 20:25-28 )

     When I was attending Concordia College in St. Paul, MN, back in the early 1980’s, I remember taking a course in human psychology.  In one section of that course we focused on various developmental stages that humans go through from birth to adulthood.  I especially remember learning about a particular developmental stage known as “The Terrible Twos.”  Parents here know of what I speak!
     That label known as the “Terrible Twos” describes the self-centered personality of toddlers at that stage in their development.  Two-year-olds focus only on themselves.  “Everything is Mine! and if it is not Mine! then it ought to be Mine! – and I’ll let everyone know about it!”  Two-year-olds think the universe revolves around them.  Two-year-olds think that others exist to serve them.

     Now, when two-year-olds DO perform an apparent act of kindness and generosity, their motive is usually to get something for themselves.  In addition, even though parents shower two-year-olds with unconditional love, these two-year-olds often repay such love with selfishness and unrestrained outbursts of rage when they don’t get their way.

     However, having said all that, I must admit that I have respect for two-year-olds.  You see, at least they’re honest.  They don’t hide the fact that they are selfish.  They let their selfishness shine for all the world to see!
     But as we grow up and get older most of us begin to learn that acting like a two-year-old will get you into trouble.  Therefore, most of us learn to behave in a civil manner so that other people will respect us and be good to us in return.

     Of course, there are some people who never learn to behave in a civil manner.  Those who carry their “Terrible Twos” attitude into adulthood usually get into huge trouble and often end up in prison.

     However, this fact does not mean that the rest of us “civil people” have somehow left behind our “Terrible Twos” attitudes.  We’ve simply learned to control our “Terrible Twos” attitudes for our own benefit.  
     For example, we show kindness and perform acts of service because it makes us feel good knowing that other people view us as being compassionate, giving people.  We learn to give to others because we know that they will likely be good to us in return.  My point is that no matter how much we strive to be servants, we never leave behind the “Terrible Two-Year-Old” that lurks in each one of us!
     In fact, there’s something God’s Word teaches us about our condition that modern psychology will never know.  You see, selfishness is not something that suddenly appears at two years of age or so.  No!  Scripture teaches that our selfish sinful nature exists from the moment of our conception, and that selfish sinful nature will stay with us until the day that we die!

     Therefore, even the acts of service we learn to do are often performed with underlying selfish motives.  That’s why God says these words through the prophet Isaiah:  “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”
     Did you hear that?  God is saying that even our kindest acts of service make Him sick when they flow from our selfish motives.  When we perform acts of service to impress God and show others what humble servants we are, we thereby only prove that we are still spiritual two-year-olds.

     But that’s the wisdom of this world, is it not?  That’s the way this wicked world thinks.  “Look out for #1!”  “I’ll scratch your back if you’ll scratch mine.”  “If it feels good, do it!”  If our primary reason for serving others is that it makes us “feel good about ourselves,” then our motive for serving is sinful selfishness.  In our reading from James we heard about all the negative things that result from such sinful selfishness.
     But thanks be to God, there is hope for us selfish sinners!  At the beginning of our reading from James we heard these words:  “Who is wise and understanding among you?  Let him show it by His good life, by deeds done in humility that comes from wisdom.”  James is speaking about the “wisdom of GOD” – His Word that shows us our sins and then points us to Jesus, our Servant-Savior!
     James says that God’s wisdom moves us to perform good deeds in humility.  This “humility” of which James speaks is the God-given understanding that any good MOTIVES or good DEEDS that we have are the result of Christ and His work FOR us and IN us.

     Just think of it.  Even though we are all guilty of being spiritual two-year-olds, selfish by nature, Jesus chose to serve us in pure unconditional love.  As Jesus said in our Gospel reading:  “…the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.”
     Think about it.  We should have been damned for all eternity because of our sinful selfishness.  Even the GOOD works that flow from our sinful selfishness deserve only God’s wrath.  But God loved us with such an awesome unconditional love that He sent His only Son to serve you and me by going to the cross and suffering God’s wrath in our place.
     On the cross Jesus selflessly suffered the punishment we deserve for our selfishness.  Then 3 days later Jesus conquered death for us by His resurrection.  My friends, the benefits of Jesus’ death and resurrection were given to YOU when God served you in the waters of Holy Baptism.  As Paul writes in Romans chapter 6:  “…don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.”
     Today’s sermon is the 11th in our 12 part sermon series:  “Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life!”  In Holy Baptism Christ entered your life and gave you a whole NEW nature!  You are no longer enslaved by your selfish sinful nature.  You get to be a humble servant!
     Christ has washed you clean from the guilt of your selfishness, and His Holy Spirit gives you a NEW heart that longs to serve others in true humility.  By God’s Spirit, you are able to serve others for THEIR sake while giving ALL the glory to GOD.  In Christ you are a New Creation.  In Christ, you get to be a servant.

     But you know what?  It’s not easy being the kind of servant God desires us to be.  Every day we must fight against the spiritual two-year-old that lurks in each one of us.  But as Jesus continues to serve us we are given the comfort of knowing that our sins are forgiven.  Jesus also gives us the strength to say “No” to sinful selfishness and “Yes” to humble service.
     You see, we can’t be the servants God desires unless we’re being served by Jesus.  As we heard in our reading from 1st Peter:  “If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.”   My friends, the strength that God provides for our acts of service flows from the forgiveness of sin and new life that we have from Jesus, our Servant.  

     Jesus served you in the waters of Holy Baptism.  Jesus serves you when you hear and read His Word.  Jesus also serves you today as He gives you His Body and Blood to eat and drink in this Holy Meal – a sign from God that your sins are forgiven and that Christ Himself dwells in you and will serve others THROUGH you!
     My friends, you can leave today knowing that Christ has set you free to be true servants.  You are free to come to Jesus every day with your sinful selfishness, knowing that He will serve you with His mercy and give you the strength to be the kind of humble servant God wants you to be.  We are free to serve others in humility because Jesus is our humble servant – NOW and for all ETERNITY!  Amen!
