WHY WORRY? CHOOSE GOD!   
Mt. 6:24-34, Romans 6:15-23
  2-27-11
Today’s epistle lesson comes from the middle of a long exposition by the Apostle Paul in the first 8 chapters of his letter to the Romans.  In this passage Paul is spelling out his thoughts about sin and grace and obedience and righteousness.  NT scholars agree that Paul was writing to a group of Christians he had not yet met and to a church he did not help start in anticipation of visiting them. Paul had already stated that the answer to the twin problems of sin and death are found in the death of Jesus on the cross and in his resurrection from the dead. For our own good and in spite of our rebellious, disobedient nature, God provides us with a way to go, a way to live, a way to believe and make sense out of life, a way to be saved from our own sin and the inevitability of death.

Having made this assertion (and we do well to affirm it everyday as we pray and state our personal faith in Jesus Christ), we must hasten to ALSO assert that we ARE given a choice in life and in belief.  That is, God does not force us to choose His way - the way of Jesus, the way of the cross.
Jesus also acknowledges our choice in the Sermon on the Mount from Matthew.  You cannot serve two masters … you must choose to follow Jesus’ way - the way of the K of G - the way of righteousness.

Many times we hear faithful, dedicated people say that they had "no choice" but to do this or that for the sake of the Gospel.  Like many pastors I would use similar language in talking about my own call to ministry.  I say that I did not so much choose to follow God as GOD CHOSE ME. That can sound as though I had no choice in the matter!  Now, while that may be a reflection of strong feelings of trust and zeal, it is NOT reality as far as human will and God's grace are concerned.

The choice to be a disciple is ALWAYS before us!  We make it everyday ... just as we who are in covenant relationships must choose to honor those relationships everyday.  Even parents of young children must decide to be good parents everyday, though most would never consider any other option.  Our friendships, our working relationships all must be chosen repeatedly.

In fact, we might say that choice is built into the very fabric of the created order for God's human children.  We are the ones who are aware of our animal tendencies and we can choose to live by other, higher values.

The idea that we can and must choose in whom we will believe and how we will live our lives was brought home to me early in my young adult years by two persons, neither of whom I knew ... I only heard of them or about them.  The first was a simple but eloquent statement by an American missionary priest serving in a South American country in the early 1970's.  The country was torn by violence and fear as rebel forces sought to overthrow a cruel dictator.  The priest and his colleagues were working among the poorest and most remote villages of that country. An American TV crew had come to interview the priest about his work and the political unrest.  After answering questions about such things for a few moments, the priest was asked, "Why do you, an American, stay here with these people when death squads come so often in the middle of the night?  You could be killed!  Why do you not return to America and safety?"    The priest thought for only a moment before replying, "I could never consider such a thing.  To leave these people in their moment of greatest need would be a complete betrayal of Christ."

What would make that man choose to do that?  Why was it worth it to him to make that choice each day?

As a young student at Duke, I had the chance to learn a bit about many things, including some history about the very university that taught me.  One of the enduring stories about Duke's first President in the 1920's and 30's, Dr. Preston Few, tells of a rainy Sunday morning as a car carrying three upperclassmen was returning to their dorm following a night of revelry. They came upon a man walking along the city street in the pouring rain.  His umbrella was ineffective against the downpour.

The students stopped and picked up the man.  How surprised they were to find the president of their school in the front seat of their car!  They asked and learned that he was headed to worship.  Astonished they asked, "Dr. Few, what made you decide to go to church on a Sunday such as this?" 

He replied, "Young man, that choice I made 53 years ago."

No fear of death or pain, just some wind and rain.  Yet, such steady faithfulness!  What made Dr. Few choose to follow that path?

The Apostle Paul tells us in today's lesson that our choices are very important!  We present ourselves as slaves to one master or another, says Paul.   Why would anyone choose to be a slave to sin when we have already been set free of sin by Christ?  Don't you know that the wages of sin is death while the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ?  Why wouldn't anyone pick that one?
Well, we often need some powerful convincing!  This same Paul who wrote today's lesson later stood before King Agrippa and was questioned about his activities.  The Jewish leaders in Jerusalem were calling for a death sentence, just as they had with Jesus.  So, Festus the Roman governor and Agrippa the Jewish king brought Paul in chains before them to be examined.  You can turn to Acts 26 and read the eloquent and powerful witness Paul makes about his service to His Lord and the saving grace offered to everyone in Christ Jesus.  He concludes with the audacity to ask the king, "Do you believe?"

King Agrippa is not convinced.  Worldly power, riches, fame, and sophistication all conspire to harden his heart.  He makes the worst choice of his life.  Paul goes on to Rome and we hear little more of King Agrippa.

In truth, we might think of the Church - the Body of Christ, the community of believers – as a laboratory of choices! The choice to follow Jesus, to be like Jesus, to do what Jesus would do is made everyday.  We don't all make it perfectly.  We stumble and fall sometimes, but we get up again and keep choosing the path of righteousness.  

We usually think of the world as the setting where trials and temptations come at us with such force … at work or in our neighborhoods or at school or at social events or through the media.   But right here in the church we often encounter the most compelling choices in our discipleship!

When the cold shoulder, the unsympathetic ear, the harsh word, the cruel tone, the lack of understanding, the insult, the hurt feelings come our way at moments and from persons we least expected … then we are faced with the choice.  How are we to respond?   What words and attitude will we offer in the face of an attack or an unfair accusation or an unkind remark?

When folks tell us how much we are loved and appreciated and valued – when we seem to be on the right track, it is easy to feel good about our discipleship!   BUT, when someone challenges us over something we have said or done, when someone offers “constructive criticism” and we feel threatened, when the last person we ever expected to make an ugly remark does just that … what then?  How do we choose to rise to such occasions?
Some of you are old enough to remember the Cuban Missile Crisis.  I recall my Dad kept water and K-rations in the basement for a few years in the early 1960’s and a few homes in High Point had modified bomb shelters.  All the nation was tense as our brave young President John Kennedy stood up the Soviet Union’s plan to install nuclear missiles in Cuba.  One aspect of that time in our history has stuck with me.  Apparently, in the early hours of the crisis, after we had sent a clear and strong message to the Soviets that we would not allow their ships to deliver the missiles to Cuba, the White House received TWO messages from the Soviet leaders.  One was combative and threatening – the other was more reasoned and conciliatory.  We had to decide, with time running out, which message to hear and which message would guide our actions.  President Kennedy chose to take the calmer message as a guide.  And, in fact, the Soviet ships turned around and took their missiles back to Russia.

We have to keep choosing Jesus as our master.  Each time we choose to exercise the freedom we have in Christ, that freedom grows.  And, we grow in the likeness and manner of our Lord!

What choices are you making in the name of Jesus?  What paths are you choosing to follow?  Do they lead to death ... or to life?
Thanks be to God who calls us into the embrace of his steadfast love and enduring mercy!  







AMEN

