                                    12/11/05   Sermon:   “God’s Will For You!”
           (Texts:  Isaiah 61:1-3, 10-11;  1st Thessalonians 5:16-24;  John 1:6-8, 19-28)

************************************************************************

     Today is the 3rd Sunday in Advent.  Next Sunday is the 4th Sunday in Advent, and the Sunday after that is Christmas Day.  The season of Advent is preparing us to celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior.
     However, Advent is not only about Christ’s 1st Coming in the past.  Advent also helps us focus on Christ’s 2nd Coming in the future as well as His Coming into our lives HERE AND NOW through His Word.

     So, as we meditate on Christ’s 1st Coming in the past and wait for His 2nd Coming in the future, how does God want us to live HERE AND NOW?  In our Epistle reading from 1st Thessalonians chapter 5 the Apostle Paul talks about “God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”  What does this mean?

     First, Paul is not talking about areas in our lives that God does not address in Scripture.  For example, should you live in North Dakota or Florida?  Should you drink Coke or Pepsi?  Should you drive a Ford, Chevy or Toyota?  Should you be a Farmer, a Firefighter or a Factory worker?  Even though it is good and proper to pray to God for guidance in all of life’s decisions, the fact is that God does not usually directly reveal His will to us in these areas.
     However, there are other areas in life where God makes His will clear and obvious.  For example, God wants you to avoid sinful behavior – the evil thoughts, wicked words and devilish deeds that are condemned in Scripture.  God also wants you to dedicate yourself to good behavior – the pure thoughts, holy words and godly deeds that are commended in Scripture.

     Now, there are many examples I could give of God’s will concerning sins to avoid and good things to embrace – and we will cover a few of those in a bit.  However, what did Paul mean when he talked about God’s will for you “in Christ Jesus”?
     Simply put, your motive for doing God’s will is His love for you.  In other words, we don’t obey God’s will as a way to cancel out our sins and hopefully be worthy of salvation.  We don’t obey God’s will with the hope that He will love us and bless us if we do.  Instead, we obey God’s will because we have been saved by Jesus the Christ – our Lord who died for us.

     Last Sunday we learned that God wants ALL people to be saved.  That’s God’s will for you.  That’s why He sent Jesus into the world.  Your sins are forgiven.  God loves you.  You have the certain hope of eternal life.  Therefore, you strive to obey God’s will because you want to please the God who sent His Son to save you.  You strive to obey God’s will because you have a new heart filled with Christ’s love.

     With that understood, let’s examine what Paul says about “God’s will for you.”  In 1st Thessalonians chapter 5 Paul says that God wants you to be joyful always.  What does he mean?  Was Paul living in an “Ivory Tower”?  Didn’t Paul understand that life can be filled with stress, sadness, pain and loss?  Yes.  Paul understood life’s trials very well.

     You see, when Paul talks about “joy” he doesn’t mean a feeling of happiness based on positive circumstances.  Instead, by “joy” Paul means an attitude of peace and security that exists even in the midst of pain and tragedy.  This “joy” is yours because of Jesus and all that He has done for you.  Jesus makes it possible for you to be joyful always, because nothing in this life can separate you from His love and eternal salvation.
     Next, Paul says that God wants you to pray continually.  Does this mean you must quit your job and spend the rest of your life on your knees?  No.  Paul means that we should always be aware of God’s presence and talk with Him about everything.
     Sometimes you pray in a formal manner at Church or during private devotions or before a meal.  But most of the time you can pray to God in a less formal manner.  You can pray silently while you are at work, while driving your car, while walking home from school, while shoveling snow, while fishing for walleye or while shopping at the Mall.  God wants you to “pray continually” because He loves you and wants to be a constant part of your life.

     After this, Paul says that God wants you to give thanks in all circumstances.  This is hard for us American Christians to understand because we are so used to taking things for granted and becoming disappointed when things don’t go our way.  But God’s moves us to repent of this sin and His love helps us see all the reasons we have to give thanks.

     Obviously, we give thanks to God when things go well.  We give thanks during good times because we know that we don’t deserve any good times.  But we also give thanks when times are hard.  Why?  First, even in times of tragedy we still have Jesus.  Second, God promises to use our trials to strengthen our faith and also give us opportunities to be witnesses for Him.  This is why we can give thanks in ALL circumstances.

     Paul then goes on to give more examples of God’s will for you.  Paul says that we should not put out the “Spirit’s fire” by treating prophecies with contempt.  What does this mean?

     First, by “prophecies” Paul means the preaching and teaching of God’s Word – which is what I’m doing right now.  You see, the Holy Spirit comes to us through God’s Word.  So when we ignore preaching or despise it we are actually resisting the work of the Holy Spirit.

     Therefore, when you listen to your Pastor giving a sermon or when you listen to your friend sharing God’s Word over a cup of coffee, you should not ignore this witness or despise it but listen with an open heart.

      However, Paul then is careful to add that when we DO listen to people who are speaking about God we should test everything.  What does this mean?  We should test every sermon from a pastor and every witness from a friend or stranger and make sure that what is being said matches the teaching of God’s Word in Holy Scripture.  That’s why you need to study the Bible so you can discern faithful preaching from false preaching.

     That’s why we Christians are always growing in the knowledge of God’s Word no matter how old we are and no matter how long we’ve been a Christian.  It’s not enough to learn the basics during Confirmation when you’re in Junior High.  You need to continue to grow in the knowledge of God’s Word so that you can test the preaching and teaching you hear.

     Therefore, for those of you who still have your copy of Luther’s Small Catechism, I encourage you to get it out and study it.  I also encourage you to attend Bible Class at this Church if you are not doing so already.  This is God’s will for you.

     Next, Paul says we should hold no to the good and avoid every kind of evil.  You know, we Christians need to repent in this area of God’s will.  Even though we know God’s will, we don’t often obey it.  Statistics show that in certain areas of morality there is no real difference between the Christians of our society and others who are unbelievers.  

     For example, in our society the divorce rate is the same among Christians as it is among unbelievers.  Now, I realize that some people can’t avoid a divorce because his or her spouse refuses to repent.  But in many other cases Christians could save their marriages if they followed God’s plan of reconciliation.

     In addition, we find Christians in our society who get drunk or use illegal drugs.  We find Christians who view pornography.  We find Christians who get abortions or support those who do.  We find Christians who gossip, and the list goes on.

     The fact is, we are all guilty of sometimes holding on to EVIL and avoiding the GOOD.  We need to remember the words of our Epistle reading from last Sunday.  In 2nd Peter chapter 3 we hear the following about the 2nd Coming of Christ.  Listen:  “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming. That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. 
But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness. So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at peace with him.”
     The 2nd Coming of Christ reminds us that God takes sin seriously.  So, when we hear or read God’s Word we should not put out the Spirit’s fire by ignoring what He says to us.  Instead, if we have sinned we need to repent.

     That’s why we confess our sins at our Services.  That’s why we pray to God every day – confessing our sins, trusting in God’s mercy, and asking for His help so that we can hold on to the GOOD and avoid every kind of EVIL.

     However, you must ALWAYS REMEMBER your hope of salvation on the final Day of Judgment.  Listen again to the end of our Epistle reading.  1st Thessalonians 5:23-24 reads:  “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.”
     Did you hear those wonderful words?!  GOD IS FAITHFUL!  HE WILL DO IT!  My friends, GOD is the One Who keeps your whole spirit, soul and body blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus.  We heard about this Gospel in our Old Testament reading from Isaiah.  Listen:  “...my soul rejoices in my God. For he has clothed me with garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness,…”
     Jesus’ blood washes away the guilt of your sin and He has clothed you with His own righteous life.  Even though you don’t always hold on to the good; even though you don’t always avoid every kind of evil, you can come to God with your sins and know that you are forgiven and holy because of Jesus!

     This wonderful Gospel is what motivates us to do God’s will.  This wonderful Gospel of mercy, love and hope is what motivates us to hold on to the good and avoid every kind of evil.

     Today you have learned about God’s will for you, and you are going to learn more about God’s will for you as you continue to hear, read and study God’s Word.  However, never forget God’s ultimate will for you expressed in these words of blessing from the end of our Epistle reading:  “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.”
