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“The Now of Easter:  God Is Greater Than Our Hearts”


The Third Sunday of Easter							            April 26, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Acts 3:11-21
Epistle Lesson										I John 3:16-24
Gospel Lesson										Luke 24:36-49


Today I want to emphasize what the Epistle Lesson says, “God is greater than our hearts.”  I direct your attention to I John, chapter three, verses 19 and 20:  “By this we shall know that we are of the truth, and reassure our hearts before him whenever our hearts condemn us.  For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.”

While it is true that being self-centered and egotistical is certainly a fault within us.  It is also true that going the other direction is a fault within us as well.  Sometimes, if Satan can’t get us to be self-centered, he gets us to beat ourselves up, and to focus on our inadequacies--in fact, to condemn ourselves.  This condemning of ourselves is not God’s will, and that’s what John is talking about here.  How does one know he is of the truth?  How do we know that we are right with God?  One of the problems is that there are so many manmade ideas of what it means to be right with God that sometimes we start listening to these manmade ideas of what it means to be right with God, and we follow them, and we judge ourselves according to these things.  

One of the manmade ideas is that will be right with God because of our correct thinking--because of our correct doctrine.  It seems that some people think that salvation will be based upon a test on Christian Doctrine.  And that if you just understand and believe the right things then you’re right with God.  But then you have to look forward to the end when you get this big doctrinal exam.  I don’t know what you have to get on the exam.  I don’t know if it’s 90% or 95% or 70%, but some people are pretty certain that you’re right with God when you understand Christian Doctrine.  

Others will tell you that the depth of sincerity that you have or the seriousness of your life is what makes you right with God.  I guess the idea is that some time before we die or as we are dying God will hook up some sort of meter to us, and with this meter he will register our sincerity—he will register our seriousness.  However that meter goes that will determine whether we’re right with God or not.  If it were up to me, I’d rather take the test on doctrine, because I think I would do better on the test on doctrine than I would do on the meter on sincerity and seriousness.  

Some people think that you are right with God when you can practice what they think is error-free living—avoiding mistakes.  We are believed to be right with God as long as we avoid certain mistakes.  The big ones:  As long as we are never arrested, so to speak.  As long as you never get divorced, then you’re right with God.  As long as you never become pregnant in the wrong circumstances, then you could be right with God.  If you never have a marital spat in public, you might still be right with God.  If you never show up drunk at the church picnic, and if you aren’t related closely to people who do these things, than you might be right with God.  
Some people think that being right with God has to do with the right association—proper friends, proper pedigree, proper institutional ties.  Throughout the years, I have been assured by many men, that though they don’t attend church their wives attend faithfully.  I guess just being somehow associated with someone who is religious is something that makes one right with God, at least in minds of some of these men.  You belong to the right denomination, you belong to the right congregation, and you are part of the right circle in the right congregation, than you’re right with God.  

Some people think you’re right with God when your opinions are correct--if you dislike the right things or if you like the right things.  Some people think that they are right with God because they accept Global Warming as a fact.  Other people think they’re right with God because they’re certain Global Warming is a hoax.  Some people will tell you that contemporary Christian music is the work of the Holy Spirit, and I believe it and therefore I am right with God.  And others say that Contemporary Christian music is the work of the Devil, and I would never sing that stuff.  Therefore I know that I am right with God.  There are those who will tell us that the United States is a Christian country and that the laws should reflect that.  And because they believe that, they are right with God.  There are others who say the United States is a secular state and the laws should not support any religion or other.  And therefore they know that they are right with God.

And then for some the proper religious life-style is what makes you right with God.  If your language sounds Christian enough, if your dress looks Christian enough, if your actions are somehow Christian enough.  We don’t so much get this from the positive as we get it from the negative comments of people.  Comments such as, “I can’t believe that any true Christian would speak, dress or act the way she does.”

So there are a lot of ideas out there about how people are made right with God.  They kind of flit through our heads and sometimes we get involved with them.  What does God have John write?  John writes:   That confidence in the name of Jesus Christ is what makes you right with God.  “And this is his commandment:  that we should believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ.”  That’s what makes you right with God:  Humility before the living God; dependence upon God’s grace through Jesus; confidence in a forgiving relationship with God through Jesus.  That’s what makes a person right with God.  That’s what convinces you that you are of the truth—that you say in your heart and in your mind, “God is my rock; and God is my salvation, upon whom I depend.  And I depend upon Him, not upon myself.”  We learn it as children, but we’re right with God when we believe it throughout our lives:  “I am weak, but he is strong.”  That’s what Scripture tells us about being right with God—being of the truth.

Then John goes on to say that serving one another as he has commanded us shows we are right with God.  “And this is his commandment that we should believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and love one another just as he has commanded us.”  The Christian’s relationship with God through Jesus has led him to rethink his approach to other people.  As God has served rather than condemned her, so she understands that people are to serve rather than condemn each other.  And this is the attitude that is bubbling within her personality.  This is a tremendous change to take place within a person, but Christians have committed themselves to use their energy in this direction.  Jesus put it this way when he was asked, “Which is the greatest commandment?”  He said, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  And the second commandment is the exact same thing.  You will serve your neighbor as yourself.”  You shall give to other people the same consideration you wish to receive yourself.  These two and not all these others are the true test of right relationship with God.  

We all feel uneasy with this from time to time.  From time to time we might ask ourselves, “Am I really on the right track?  Am I really right with God?  Am I really saved?”  Sometimes we fall into judging ourselves according to manmade tests of religious rightness.  I’m going to give you a list of things I’ve heard people say to me over the years.  See if they resonate in your own thinking.

I’ve had people tell me, “I’m having a hard time accepting or believing everything the church tells me.  I really can’t quite agree with that statement from the Bible that we discussed last week.  Does this mean that I am not living in God’s grace?”

I’ve had people tell me, “I can accept what my church teaches, but I’m having a hard time being confident that it applies to me.  It seems that I am the exception to God’s care for his people.  I believe that God loves all those people around me in worship, but I don’t think he cares much for me.”

I’ve had people tell me, “Sometimes I feel that I am not serious enough or sincere enough to be part of God’s people.  I just can’t get as excited about so many things that it seems I am supposed to care about deeply.  Maybe I’m not getting it, pastor.  Maybe I’m not actually right with God.”

I’ve had people shake their heads and say to me, “I’m never going to get it right.  I can’t possibly live the error-free life that is led by others.  I’m always making some sort of mistake.  I’m always offending someone.  I’m always thinking the wrong thing.  I’m always on the wrong page.  I’m never living up to what is expected.  I feel as though I am not right with God.”

“Pastor, I don’t think I come from the right family.  I don’t have the right friends.  I don’t belong to the right church.  Sometimes I don’t even know what’s going on in worship.  I don’t understand how the church works.  My past is such a mess, and my future is so uncertain.  When I come to church I just feel like an outsider.  I don’t think that I’m included.  I don’t think that I’m right with God.”

I’ve had people tell me, “I don’t trust my opinions.  Some things that bother other Christians simply don’t bother me.  I can’t see these things as being wrong or sinful.  And many things that I find offensive are perfectly accepted by all these other people around me.  I’m convinced at times that I am completely out of step with how I am supposed to think about religious and moral things.  Pastor, I just don’t think I’m getting it right.”

I’ve had people tell me, “You know, I’m just not a very religious person.  I can’t talk the talk.  I simply don’t feel bright and bubbly as much as many other people do.  I am so uncomfortable using words like “blessing” or “”praise God.”  I can’t speak words of religious comfort to those who are hurting.  I wouldn’t know how to correct anybody when they are in error.  And I go through life hoping that I will never be asked to pray in public.  Pastor, what’s wrong with me?  I just don’t feel very religious.”  

I’ve had people tell me that they doubt their Christianity, because they say, “My motives are sometimes pretty selfish.  When I try to do the right thing it back-fires and it causes more trouble than good.  I don’t feel kindness and compassion the way these other people do.  I just don’t feel it.  I am from time to time almost overcome with my worry, my anxiety about life, my doubts, and my pessimistic attitude toward life.  Pastor, I wonder if I’m right with God at all.”

This is what John means when he says, “Our hearts condemn us.”  We accept these manmade ideas as definitions of being right with God, and then we judge ourselves as falling short, and we beat ourselves up.  We condemn ourselves, because we think we aren’t meeting some sort of standard that God is expecting from us.  When you do this to yourself, remember what John says, “God is greater than our hearts.”  This is very important to me because I developed the habit of being self-condemnatory as a very young boy.  I know how to do this.  I know how to beat myself up.  It is such a comfort when you get caught doing thing this to be able to say, “When my heart condemns me, I must remember God is greater than our hearts.”

What God thinks and says is more important than what you say and think about you and your life.  The gracious words of God are greater than judgmental words you speak to yourself.  He knows what is going on within us better than we do.  We see failure; we see weakness; we see falling short God sees that our weak attempts to obey spring from a true relationship with him and a true desire to do what he asks.  Our assurance is to be found in the gracious words of God rather than in our own assessments of our Christian lives.  

We have to hear God speaking to us saying words like this:  “Amid your faulty thinking, your insincerity, your error-ridden life, your lack of correct associations and background, your faulty opinions, your lack of religiosity, is your confidence in me?”  God says, “I am fully aware that you have not arrived at any destination, but be of good cheer.  You are on the road, and you’re going the right direction.  You could be moving a lot faster than you are, but you are going in the right direction.  You do not yet serve perfectly or completely, but one day you will.  I will be there with you while you are on the way.”  That is what God says to us, and he is greater than our hearts.

How do we know this?  We know this because Jesus is the hero of the Christian faith--not us.  Jesus is the hero of your relationship with God—not you.  The good news of the Gospel isn’t a list of directions we follow to be right with God.  The good news of the Gospel is the story of what God has done for us in Jesus to make us right with God.  The good news of the Gospel is about the correctness of Jesus’ thinking--not ours.  The good news of the Gospel is about the depth of Jesus’ sincerity--not ours.  The good news of the Gospel is about the error-free life of Jesus and his true righteousness given to us--not our ability to avoid getting caught in big sins.  The good news of the Gospel is about the close association between Jesus and the Father, and the wonderful obedience of Jesus.  It is also about the beautiful fact that Jesus reaches out to accept us into his circle of grace.  It is not about our friends, our pedigrees, or our institutional ties.  The good news of the Gospel is about the opinion of Jesus that we are worth dying for and including in the plans of God--not our opinion on anything.

The good news of the Gospel is about the proper life-style of Jesus and how he accepts people of many different languages, many different styles of dressing, and many different behaviors.  This action of God in Jesus and not our performance is the foundation of our relationship with God, our life of worship and prayer, our sense of calm, peace and confidence as we face life--our ability to grow in godliness as we go on our way.  These things are all dependent upon the action of God in Jesus, not our performance.

Now Satan comes into our lives to do all he can to get us focused on our own lives and accomplishment.  By doing this he leads some of us into a pride, by which we consider ourselves better than the next person.  And this is wrong.  By doing this he leads others of us into a kind of despair in which we consider ourselves losers and not good enough for God.  Satan is content with either pride or despair, so he doesn’t care which way we go.   The best he can do is to keep us fluctuating between the two of them back and forth, back and forth.  Hence the importance of focusing on the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, because our faith is about what Christ has done for us and the effect that is having in our lives.  When we get all impressed with ourselves, we will humbly be reminded of our sinful nature.  When we get all depressed with ourselves, we will humbly remember what the risen Christ tells us:  “Do not be afraid.  Do not be anxious.  Calm down.  For I who died for you now live forever, and I will never leave you or turn you away.  Peace be with you.”  What a great comfort.  What a great comfort.  “And when our hearts condemn us, remember that God is greater than our hearts.”  Amen
