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“Catechism Review:  To Fear, Love, and Trust in God Above All Things”


The Holy Trinity 									   June 6, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									     Isaiah 6:1-8
Epistle Lesson									       Acts 2:14a, 22-36
Gospel Lesson										     John 3:1-17


One of the great blessings of the Reformation is that Martin Luther took it upon himself to write what he called The Small Catechism.  He was concerned that for many the Christian faith was just all over the place and utterly confusing.  He wanted to take the basic teachings of the Christian faith and put them in a simple form, where the head of the household could teach them to his family.  From this came Luther’s Small Catechism.  After writing the Small Catechism, Luther preached on the entire Catechism once every year in the parish he served.  I don’t do this every year, but every once in awhile we review the Catechism on Sunday mornings, and we’re beginning this today, taking the whole Pentecost season to go through the six chief parts of the Catechism.

We’re going to begin with the Ten Commandments—the First Commandment—under the theme:  “To fear, love, and trust God above all things.”  As we begin with the Ten Commandments, I want to spend a minute or two on the whole idea of Commandments in general, because it’s amazing how this is not really understood.  The Bible doesn’t actually call these things Commandments.  The phrase “The Ten Commandments” does not occur in the Bible.  The Bible calls them “The Ten Words”—statements.  In fact, for those of us who like grammar, the Commandments aren’t even imperatives.  They aren’t called Commandments and they aren’t written as Commandments.  The verbs in each of the Ten Words are simple futures.  “You will do this;” “You will not do this.”  When these words were given through Moses on Mt. Sinai, they were explanations of this phrase, “I will be your God and you will be my people, and this is how we will live.”  The Ten Commandments aren’t an obstacle course laid out by God to see if we can do it.  The Ten Words are statements that come from God’s heart, to say, “I will re-establish this great relationship between us.  And when I do, this how it will be.  This is what I will do; and this what you will do.”  

It is less like law giving than it is like a couple describing their life together after they get married.  Imagine a couple before their wedding day, talking to one another, and saying things like this:  “We will be husband and wife, and we will buy a house together.  We will eat pleasant meals together in our house.  We will raise happy children in our house.  We will spend pleasant evenings together in our house.  We will speak reasonably to one another in our house.  We will make each other happy.  We will respect each other.  We will both always get enough rest, and stay sober so we can treat each other well.  When we get married this is how it will be.”  You see, it’s not an obstacle course, it’s not a set of Commandments, and it is a statement of hopes and dreams of how a relationship will work out.  

Well, our couple has been married for a while, and this is what they have discovered.  Every time they remember what they said before they got married, they are reminded how far short they have fallen of what they had intended for their marriage to be.  Hopefully this humbles our couple to realize that if their marriage is to have a chance, the key will be gracious forgiveness that will hold it together rather than perfect performance of their intentions.  But as they continue through life together, they never forget these intentions.  Knowing that they will never do them fully, they cherish their intentions.  They hold them in mind and they use them as guides and goals for their relationship.  It is the same between us and our God.  Review of the Ten Words demonstrates how faithfully God has kept his part, and how miserably we have failed in keeping our part.  But being reminded like this, humbles us to realize that our relationship has a chance because of God’s gracious forgiveness of our failings and our unfaithfulness.  But as we continue through life together with our God, we never forget these Ten Words.  Knowing that we will never do them fully, we cherish these Ten Words—these ten statements.  We hold them in mind and we use them as guides and goals for our living in relationship with God.  

The Ten Statements—the Ten Words—begin:  “I will be your God and you will be my people, and you will have no other god but me.  That’s the way it will be.”  This has very little, if anything at all, to do with believing that there is a God.  The Bible spends almost no time on trying to prove there is a God.  The Scriptures simply assume the existence of God and never really tries to prove such a thing to doubters.  The Epistle of James says, “Oh, so you believe there is one God, and that he is one.  This is no big thing, for all the demons in Hell believe this as well, and that is why they tremble.”  The First Commandment isn’t about believing there is a God.  That is not an issue of Scripture.  The First Word, the First Statement of God says this, “I will be your God and you will be my people.  I will be the central fact of your life.”  “I will not be some peripheral thought floating around the edges of your life, as though I run a taxi stand when you need to go some place; or as though I drive an ambulance when you need medical help; or as though I am the puppet master, to sort out the lives of your family and friends when they mess up in your eyes; or as though I am the president of some cosmic united nations who will make people behave when your country is troubled by violence.  I will not be something on the periphery of your lives.  I will be the central fact of your life.”  

When a man gets married, he is not obligated to believe that there are wives, and that his wife is one of them.  That’s not what getting married is about.  He is obligated to forsake all others--to forsake all others and take this woman as his wife--to make this one woman central to his life.  She is not a peripheral add-on to his existence, or one of his most convenient options.  She is to become the central fact of his life.  It is this type of relationship that God is describing in this First Statement—“You will have no god beside me.”  

This relationship can be described by the use of two sets of three questions.  Question one:  To whom do you go for instructions about life?  Whom do you ask about how to value things in life?  Whom do you ask about how you should behave in your life?  Whom do you ask about purpose and meaning in life?  Another way to state this question is to ask:  Who best understands life in general and you in specific?  Who is best prepared to answer questions like:  What is the source and end of life?  How are we to relate to people who have been around longer than we have?  How are we to relate to other people physically, sexually, in regard to property, in regard to reputation?  How are we to control our own passions to cause as little misery as possible?  In this First Word, this First Statement, God is stating as clearly as he can that as the creator of all, he is in the best position to answer these questions.  He actually knows more about how life is to be led than does popular culture, popular magazines, television shows, people you meet in bars, popular music, your maladjusted friends and family members.  God actually knows more about life, and about your life, than all these other sources.  To fear God is to give him that place in your life.  That’s what it means to fear God.  To fear God is to surrender to his word and his ways and acknowledge that God knows more about life in general and about me in specific, than any other source of information or misinformation on the face of this earth.  And if we find the Old Testament hard to grasp in these matters, than God has given us Christ Jesus, who isn’t really all that hard to understand when it comes to explaining life.  

Question number two.  Toward whom are you being drawn in your life?  Every one of us is being drawn in our lives.  We aren’t standing still.  We’re moving toward something in our lives.  Those of you who have tried to raise children will understand this.  You have your children in your home and then they go off to school and you watch how they are being drawn away from you to other things in the world.  You’ve seen that, haven’t you?  You don’t like it, but you’ve seen it.  You know what I mean.  We’re always being drawn some direction.  Toward whom are you being drawn in your life?  Another way to ask this question is to ask, “Who cares about you more than anyone else in existence?”  Who cares about you more than anyone else in existence?  Look into the eyes of Jesus as he unjustly dies on the cross bearing your sins, and ask if anyone in all of existence cares more about you than Jesus.  A lot of things in life really amaze me.  I am constantly amazed at how many people invest themselves in the lives of those who treat them poorly.  People desperately want to believe that they are loved, but it is clear that they are not really loved, and they are actually being taken advantage of by someone who is selfish and uncaring.  Like moths drawn to the flame that kills, people are drawn to those who are not good for them.  I find that so amazing.  I bet you do too.  They are drawn to people who make hollow promises, people who abuse their good natures, and people who lead them downhill away from their better nature for their own selfish purposes. 

In this First Word God says, “I will be your God and you will be my people.  I will make it clear to you that I care for you as no other being in this whole universe cares for you.  And I will draw you to me—not to the flame that kills, but to the fountain that gives life.”  This is what it means to love God:  To be drawn to him convinced that he loves and cares for us as no one else does.  To love God is not some good work that we do to prove our worthiness.  To love God is a natural response of the person who understands, “I am drawn to God, because nothing else in existence cares about me and for me as much as God does.”

Question three.  In whom does your confidence lie?  Some of us are pretty smart.  No matter how smart we are, no matter how well we plan, no matter whom we know, no matter how many bullet-proof opinions we have about life, no matter how much experience we have, there is an awful lot of life that is unknowable for every one of us.  There are questions that are unanswerable.  There are mysteries that are unsolvable.  There are depths that are unplumable.  That’s true for every one of us.  When you hit the wall, which is the limit of your understanding, what do you do?  Do you succumb to the anxiety and worry of not knowing?  Do you labor to surround yourself with more material things, more money in the bank, better insurance?  Do you consult more experts on how to guarantee outcomes in life?  Or do you just give up because the unknowable and unsolvable have robbed you of joy in living?  

Another way to state this question is to ask, “Given all the uncertainties and unknowns and mysteries of life is there anyone with power over these things who is on my side, and who will be there with me all the way to the end and then beyond?  Is there anyone in this universe worthy of my trust when it is all beyond me?”  Jesus Christ, risen from the dead, tells us, “I am the Alpha, and I am the Omega.  I am the beginning and the end.  I who was dead am now alive, and I will be alive forever more.  I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  To trust in God is to accept this as a fact, and to depend upon it day by day as a solid answer to life’s anxieties, life’s uncertainties, life’s mysteries, and all the unknowable things all around us.  That’s what it means to trust in God.  To trust in God is to live with the confidence that we do our part and God is doing his.  A whole lot of life is beyond us, but God will take care of that and our peace in life comes from trusting just that.  

God’s Word says in this First Statement, “I will be your God and you will be my people, and you will have no other god beside me.”  Martin Luther asks, “What does this mean?”  And then he answers, “We will fear, love, and trust in God above all things.”  I have now put it in these words, “Is there anyone who best understands life in general and me in specific to whom I should go for guidance above all others?”  Yes, I should fear God above all other things in this world.  “Is there anyone who cares for me more than anyone else to whom I should be drawn above all things in life?”  Yes, I see in Jesus on the cross that God cares for me more than anyone else possibly could. and I am drawn to him above all things.  “Is there anyone who will stand by me when life is beyond my power to understand or deal with?”  Yes, I see in the risen Christ that God has a handle on everything that puzzles me or scares me about life.  And I will trust him above all things.  This all makes good sense.  But as we go through life we find shortcuts that are attractive to us, and so we set aside what God tells us in favor of the shortcuts we have discovered.  We fall in love with other things in this world.  And we have affairs, so to speak, with other attractions of life.  We don’t trust that God knows what he is doing.  And we don’t always believe that he will be there for us.  The shortcuts lead nowhere.  The love affairs with the things of this world leave us betrayed.  Our failure to trust God leaves us anxious and disappointed.  These are our sins and these are the price we pay for those sins.  

But here’s the good news:  Because of Jesus Christ, God does not change nor does he forsake us.  He is still our God.  And he still desires for us to be his people.  The invitation is never withdrawn.  “I will be your God and you will be my people.  You will have no god beside me.  You will indeed fear, love, and trust in me above all things.”  Amen

