Sermon for the Third Sunday in Lent
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

He that is not with me is against me:  and he that gathereth not with me scattereth.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.
HOMILY:

Today, there are many who wish to call themselves Christians without actually applying to themselves the Word of God and following the dictates of that word.
It has become fashionable among these people to accept only those parts of Scripture which they find comfortable, and palatable, and politically correct.  Those more difficult parts of Scripture are cast aside and ignored, or if they are mentioned at all, they are explained away by claiming that they were written by ignorant men, innocent of today’s insights into sociology, psychology, biology, and politics.

Such an approach to God’s word is shameful, and ignores the plain warnings our Lord gave about such things: “Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets:  I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil.”
  These people want a “soft, easy” faith, not one that demands their very best.  They want to “cherry pick” their faith and leave out those parts of Scripture that are sometimes uncomfortable.

They falsely believe that somehow the meanderings or society and of pop0ular current fashion trump the very Word of God – that if they only wish it, God will change. This is foolishness of the worst sort. It is WE who must change to fit God’s law, not the other way around. 

It is said of the people of God that they are “in the world, but not of the world,” but those who wish to hold onto the kind of soft, squishy faith that allows them to accept and pardon those things clearly repugnant to God are in fact “of the world” and are more interested in being politically correct than in being correct in the eyes of God.

But it is the eyes of God which matter in this and in all cases.  For as our Lord said, “For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?”
  If by avoiding some of Scripture that we find “too hard,” or if we simply choose to ignore those parts of Scripture that we find it unpopular to follow, and by so doing we lose salvation, what will we have gained?

Do any of us have anything that we could offer to redeem our souls? 
We do well to remember that our Lord Himself was tempted, and was offered even the rule of all the kingdoms of the whole world if He would by bow down and worship Satan, but he refused and rejected the devil, “Get thee hence, Satan:  for it is written, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve.”

This is not an easy thing. We want to be liked and accepted by those around us. We want to be though well of by our fellows.
It is not always easy to be a Christian. It is not easy to be the one in the crowd who says, “No, my faith doesn’t agree with that.”  It is hard to be laughed at, to be rejected, and to be despised for our faith – and rest assured, when we live in the faith we ARE laughed at, rejected and despised by many.
But the acceptance of those who mock us is worthless in the long run.  Their acceptance will mean less than nothing at the Judgment. Their acceptance will turn out to be the burning condemnation of our own acceptance of sin. Their acceptance will be the reward when we are rejected by God – and a pitiful, mean, and shameful reward it will be.
We have been called to fellowship with God.  We are called to be members of a group so special, so exclusive, that only God’s chosen can be members. 

Much like the exclusive clubs in many schools, workplaces and communities, this club has many pretenders to membership.  There are many who say, “I too am a Christian”, yet their shadows never fall on the door of the Church. 
There always seems to be something else to do – some other attraction, activity or distraction to take the place of worshiping God. Keep in mind that in making such choices, people are telling the world and God what they hold dear and valuable.
Every day, it seems, we read accounts of Middle Eastern Christians slaughtered because they refused to renounce their faith. In Egypt, in Iran, in Syria, Christians are killed because they refuse to deny Jesus. Churches across the area have been burned to the ground as those who are trying to wipe Christianity out carry out their murderous attacks.

Would that more of our own people had such an attachment to their faith that they would refuse to let it loose – even at the cost of their lives.  Would that we too so valued the Gospel that not even an upraised knife could make us forsake it.

This is no time for “three-day-a-year” Christians. We need 365-day Christians. We need congregants who know deep down that the faith they hold is the most important thing in their lives and is the thing which will determine their eternal fate. God calls us – at the risk of everything – to be those people.
“He that is not with me is against me:  and he that gathereth not with me scattereth,” 
 Jesus said. We must stand with Him always and at all times. We must be parts of the body indivisible, not parts cast off at convenience, or worse, not those who cast off our own membership in that bodyb for the world’s sake. 
We must join Him in gathering in the harvest, or surely we will instead interfere with that harvest and be condemned.

Let us pray.

Eternal Father, help us to understand always Your Word, and give to us the strength, the courage and the wisdom to face all adversities rather than turn from Your ways.  Let us remain so devoted to You and to Your Commandments that we may be found acceptable in the judgment to come.  Through the Mercy of Your Son our Lord, Jesus Christ we pray.  Amen.
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW
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