        12/18/05 Sermon:  “The Lord is With You!”
( 2nd Samuel 7:1-11 & 16;  2nd Thessalonians 3:1-5 & 16;  Luke 1:26-38 )
***********************************************************
     Before every Service I great everyone here by saying “The Lord be with you!” to which you respond by saying “And also with you!”  When I greet you before a Service I never use other more common sayings such as “Hi!” or “Good Morning!” or “How’s it going?”  

     Not that there’s anything wrong with such common sayings.  It’s just that I’m trying to convey a very important message when I greet you by saying “The Lord be with you!”  In fact, these words are not actually a greeting as much as they are a blessing that conveys an important message. So, what is the important message I’m trying to convey?  The words “The Lord be with you!” stress at least 3 things!

     First, this blessing reminds you that God loves you, and the best evidence of His love is that He sent His only Son to be born of the virgin Mary so that He could grow up to die on the cross for your sins.  

     Therefore, when I say “The Lord be with you!” I’m not giving GOD a command as though God needs to be reminded or encouraged to be with you.  Instead, the words “The Lord be with you!” are for YOUR benefit so that you can be reminded and encouraged to believe that God loves you so much that He sent His Son for you.
     Second, this blessing reminds us that God has your good in mind.  In other words, God will not forget about you.  Nor will He give you pain for His own satisfaction.  God is love!  He wants only the best for you.
     However, this does not mean that God will always give you what you want and never allow you to suffer pain or loss.  Even though God does give us many good things such as food, clothing, a home, a job, an education, family and friends – God also gives us trials and suffering, which He will also use to bless us.

     We need to remember this!  We tend to think that God loves us ONLY when things go our way and life is filled with pleasure.  But when things go badly and we experience pain we are then tempted to think that God doesn’t care or that He even hates us.

But nothing could be farther from the truth!

     When we hear the words “The Lord be with you!” we need to remember that God promises to work IN ALL THINGS for our good.  God will even use our trials and tragedies to strengthen our faith in His promises, build our character and give us opportunities to witness for Him.

     Third, this blessing reminds us that God is always with us and He will never leave us or forsake us.  Jesus gave us this promise:  “I will be with you always, even to the end of the age!”  During good times and bad, God is closer to us than we can possibly imagine.
     But what about those times when God seems so far away?  What about those times when we don’t experience His love?  What about those times when we don’t feel close to God?  Allow me to tell you a little story.

     Once there was an elderly couple taking a Sunday drive on a beautiful Summer afternoon – the husband was driving, and the wife was sitting on the opposite side right next to the passenger door.  At one point they met an oncoming car and the elderly wife noticed it was a young couple and that the woman was sitting right next to the man who was driving.  The elderly wife then looked at her husband and said:  “Did you see that!  Why don’t we sit close to each other like that anymore?”  There was a few moments of silence.  The elderly husband then answered:  “Well, dear, who moved?”
     What’s the point of that story?  Think about it.  When we don’t feel close to God and we doubt that He is with us we need to ask ourselves the question:  “Who moved?”  

     Do you remember your Baptism daily or do you never give it a second thought?  Do you take time for prayer every day or do you get occupied with other things?  Do you read the bible every day or does it gather dust on the coffee table?  Do you attend Church on a regular basis or has it become an occasional activity?  
     If you DO attend Church on a regular basis, do you focus on the Service and pay attention or do you allow your thoughts to drift away to other matters?  Do you prepare for the Lord’s Supper and think about it after you’ve received it or do you come to the Lord’s Supper with no more thought than going through the drive through at McDonald’s?
     The fact is that we’re ALL guilty of moving away from the Lord for various sinful reasons.  The Good News is that God is faithful!  He will never leave us or forsake us.  Even if we “run away from home” God wants nothing more than for us to come back to His arms of mercy and love.  The words “The Lord be with you!” is God’s promise that He is always present in your life and He wants you to believe that and acknowledge Him.

     Now that I’ve explained those 3 important things that are conveyed by this blessing I’d like to briefly examine our Scripture readings for today and see what they have to teach us about this.

     In our Old Testament reading from 2nd Samuel God sends the prophet Nathan to David.  Here’s part of what Nathan says to David:  “Whatever you have in mind, go ahead and do it, for the Lord is with you.”  

     Now, these words of Nathan didn’t mean that David could “sin up a storm” and God would bless David’s evil activity.  For example, later on in 2nd Samuel we read how David sinned against God by having an affair with Bathsheba and then having her husband killed.  God did not excuse David’s sin!  God sent Nathan to rebuke David and to call him to repentance.  
     Therefore, when Nathan said “Whatever you have in mind, go ahead and do it, for the Lord is with you” he meant that David should have the courage to do GOOD things and be a godly King and not worry about his enemies because God would be with him.  

     In fact, when Nathan said “The Lord is with you” those words implied 3 things.  First, God promised to protect David from his enemies.  Second, God promised to give David a son who would rule after David died.  This son was Solomon.  Third, God promised that David’s throne would last FOREVER.
     Obviously, this third promise is not about Solomon because he died and his throne did not last forever.  Therefore, this third promise is fulfilled in David’s GREATER Son who is the eternal Son of God – Jesus!  Even though Jesus died, He did not stay dead.  Jesus lives!  His throne lasts forever!  In addition, Jesus didn’t die for His OWN sin because He had no sin.  Instead, Jesus died for YOUR sin and MY sin to give us eternal life in His Kingdom.
     With that said, I’d now like to briefly examine our Epistle reading from 2nd Thessalonians chapter 3.  The Apostle Paul wrote this letter along with many others in the New Testament.  Paul ends most of his letters with the words “The Lord be with you!”  We see this in today’s reading from 2nd Thessalonians.  In this reading Paul mentions 3 ways that The Lord is with us.  

     First, Paul says that the Lord is faithful and that He will protect you from the evil one.  You don’t have to fear the devil’s threats, temptations and accusations.  God will defend you!  

     Second, Paul says that the Lord will direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s perseverance.  God will use His blessing to assure you that He loves you no matter what.  God will use His blessing to give you Christ’s strength so that you can live as God’s children in this world and not lose faith.
     Third, Paul says that the Lord of peace will give you peace at ALL times.  This means that even when times are hard and life is filled with sadness you will still have peace – the peace that comes from knowing that your sins are forgiven and that you have the certain hope of eternal life in God’s Kingdom of love.

     Now we’re ready to examine our Gospel reading from Luke chapter 1.  God sends an angel to a virgin named Mary.  Mary was a descendant of King David.  She was engaged to a man named Joseph who was also a descendant of King David.  Listen to what the angel says to Mary:  “Greetings, you who are highly favored.  The Lord is with you!”
     However, Luke goes on to tell us that Mary was afraid.  Why?  We’re not told.  But maybe it was because she was sinner, just like you and me.  Even though the angel said “The Lord is with you!” she wondered if that really could be true.  Would the Holy God really be merciful to a sinner?  So the angel spoke again:  “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God.”

     Now, when the angel said that Mary found favor with God he did not mean that Mary alone among all people was worthy of God’s favor.  There’s only one person ever who was sinless, and that one person was NOT Mary.  Only JESUS is sinless.  Therefore, Mary found favor with God because of JESUS, just as you have found favor with God because of JESUS. 
     The Holy Spirit gave Mary the faith to believe that she was forgiven because of JESUS.  Listen to these words of Mary in Luke 1:46-47 – “My soul glorifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,…”

     The angel came to Mary and said, “The Lord is with you!”  Today God has used me to say, “The Lord is with you!”  My friends, you are highly favored!  God sent Jesus to be your Savior, and He is with you always!

     Jesus’ Body lived in the womb of Mary.  How blessed Mary was!  You are blessed, also!  Today Jesus says to you:  “Take, eat.  This is My Body.  Take, drink.  This is My Blood.”  Jesus’ dwells in you.  The Lord is with you!  Amen!

