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“The Now of Easter:  Confidence That Overcomes the World”
 
 
The Sixth Sunday of Easter								May 17, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										 Acts 10:34-48
Epistle Lesson										    I John 5:1-8
Gospel Lesson										   John 15:9-17


I want to focus on two verses from the Epistle Lesson.  “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world.  This is the victory that overcomes the world, our confidence in God.  Who is it that overcomes the world?  Only he who has confidence that Jesus is the Son of God.”

It is the desire of the world in which we live to shape our lives to fits its way of thinking and living.  The disciple John, who wrote these words, was taught by Jesus that this is the case--that the world in which we live is constantly trying to shape us for its own purposes.  The pressure is relentless--it is absolutely relentless.  I have strange television-watching habits.  Last week I was watching an episode of “Myth Busters” on television.  “Myth Busters” is a group of five people who perform experiments to see if commonly held ideas are accurate or not.  In the episode I was watching they were trying to determine how best to tenderize steak.  They tumbled steak overnight in a clothes dryer with a few pounds of ball bearings.  This method was a failure.  It broke the dryer, and it turned the steak into hardly identifiable mush.  I not only watch strange television, I have strange thoughts while I watch strange television.  My thought was:  this is what the world wants to do to us.  There are times when our lives are like being tumbled in a clothes dryer with a bucket of ball bearings.  And the challenge is:  how do we resist this pummeling, and how do we not get turned into hardly recognizable mush?

Well, of course, we aren't being tumbled in a dryer with ball bearings--we just feel that way.  The challenges, the stresses, and the pressures of life tumble us around pretty well, don't they?  Then we are pummeled not only with the things that happen to us in our lives, but with the ideas and attitudes of the people we work with, the guy in the barstool next to us, the kid in the next desk, the nonsense that our family members come up with, the last movie we saw, the last television program we watched, the last magazine we read, the last bit of pornography which popped up on our computer, or the last bit of pornography that our good buddy at work decided to share with us.

Now I lead a pretty sheltered life.  But last week I spent some time in a doctor's waiting room.  There was a magazine on the seat next to me.  I thought, “I'll just read this magazine.”  The magazine was Cosmopolitan.  I thought, “It looks like a women's magazine.  It must be something like Good Housekeeping.”  So I started reading it.  Now, maybe I'm the last person to figure this out, but Cosmopolitan isn't very much like Good Housekeeping at all.  Call me silly, but I was shocked by what I was reading.  It felt to me as though the Sixth Commandment, you know the one about sexual purity, was being run through a clothes dryer with ball bearings until there was essentially nothing left of it.  And this is just one example in one area where the world is shaping people--with glossy photos on slick paper, with authoritative sounding words making wondrous promises in articles written by doctors and psychologists, with such an aura of sophistication that who could possibly doubt that this is the path to grown-up happiness.  To do what you read in Cosmopolitan, especially when one has all the wonderful products in the advertisements, will help in the pursuit of this wonderful happiness.  And that's just one example.

How can we possibly overcome these pressures when they come at us from every direction, in every area of our lives?  The disciple John gives an answer to the question that makes sense.  It makes sense in the doctor's office, while reading Cosmopolitan, as well as it makes sense while we're sitting here in church this morning.  Here's what John said:  “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world.  This is the victory that overcomes the world, our confidence in God.  Who is it that overcomes the world?  Only he who has confidence that Jesus is the Son of God.”  I put together what I think are eight pretty practical examples of what John is talking about.

The world is overcome each time we do an act of kindness.  We are presented daily with opportunities to do acts of kindness, to lighten somebody's load, to ease somebody's path, to reduce the pain of life’s sharp edges for someone.  At the same time, the world in which we live is training us not to do these acts of kindness.  The world around us is saying, “This person does not deserve your kindness.  This person will not appreciate your act of kindness.  Why should you do this act of kindness when nobody else does?  Kindness just encourages people to walk all over you.  Why would you want to do that?  You don't even know who this person is.  What difference does it make whether you do an act of kindness or not?”  When we listen to these voices and act on them, the world wins.  The world is shaping us to be what it wants us to be.  However, the world is overcome every time a person goes through this reasoning:  My confidence is that Jesus is the Son of God.  Jesus is the way, the truth and the life.  Jesus shows me that God is kind and gracious.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows me the price God pays for this kindness and grace, but the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows me the ultimate power of God's kindness and God's grace.  My confidence is that there might be a price for doing this act of kindness, but it is further my confidence that I am on God's side when I do it, and good will come of it.  And so you do the act of kindness, and when you do it, the world is overcome.
 
Another example.  The world is overcome every time we forgive a wrong thing done to us.  We are presented daily with opportunities to forgive--even to overlook a wrong done to us.  But the world is training us not to forgive.  The world is telling us, “If you forgive you will appear weak.  Why should you always be the first one to forgive?  What was done is unforgivable.  Getting even will bring you a lot more satisfaction then forgiving ever will.”  Thus the world tries to shape our thinking and our acting.  However, the world is overcome every time a person goes through this reasoning:  Jesus, my Lord, shows me that God is forgiving.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows me the price that God pays for this forgiveness, but the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows me the ultimate power of God's forgiving grace.  My confidence is that there might be a price I will pay for forgiving, but it is further my confidence that I am on God's side when I do forgive--and good will come of it--and so we forgive.  And when we forgive, the world is overcome.

The world is overcome every time a human being goes back to the beginning to recapture a life that is getting out of hand.  We will be told that when we find ourselves in a deep hole the first thing we should do is quit digging.  We will be told that it will be difficult, but we will be told that our life is redeemable.  However, the world will present us with every excuse imaginable to keep making things worse, and to keep kicking our life away.  The world will tell us, “What is, is meant to be.”  The world will tell us, “Oh, it's too late to change now.”  The world will tell us, “You're going to put in a lot of hard work, and you're going to fail in the end anyway.”  The world will tell us, “People have always treated you poorly, and you have had bad luck so it is reasonable that you are where you are.  Your misery simply validates the guilt of others who have made you what you are, so why fight it.”  But the world is overcome every time a person is humbled enough to go back to the beginning, and rebuild a life on a better foundation.  A person reasons this way:  Jesus shows me that one can start over, and one can do it right and redeem his or her life.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows me the value that God places on my life, and the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows me the ultimate power of God's forgiving grace to remake a life.  My confidence is that there will be a price of great effort to be paid, but it is further my confidence that I am on God's side when I do it.  I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.  And every time somebody recaptures their own life, the world is overcome.

The world is overcome every time a child of God moves through crushing grief.  The losses in our lives will come near to crushing us--whether it is a loss of a career, the loss of a loving spouse, the loss of our childhood, because of things we suffered as children, the loss of our material possessions, the dissolution of our marriage, a child lost to waywardness, the loss of our good health.  These losses will come near to crushing us.  And in the midst of our losses the world will jump on us to discourage us even further.  The world will shout into our ears, “That's it!  All is lost!  No hope!”  The world will come and tell us, “You are suffering as no one has ever suffered.”  The world will tell us, “If there were a God who cared, this would never have happened to you.”  The world is overcome every time a person discovers that his or her grief is a grief shared by the suffering God of the universe.  Every time a person says, “Jesus shows me that God shares in the grief of the human race, and that neither he nor we are destroyed by our grief.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows me the degree to which God will share in my grief.  And the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows me the ultimate power of God to turn my mourning into dancing.  My confidence is that I will experience grief and sorrow in my life, but it is further my confidence that God will overcome my grief.

The world is overcome every time we live by godly values rather than worldly values.  The world is going to tell us, through Cosmopolitan, for example, or other sources such as Playboy or How to Get Ahead by Crushing Your Neighbor Monthly, (if that magazine is not out it will be soon), that if we live out our godly values we will be left behind in the great competition that is modern life.  And we will be perceived as dull; we will be perceived as unsophisticated if we live by godly values.  The world is overcome every time a person discovers that there is a way that seems right to mankind, but to follow it is the way to death.  Jesus shows us that for all the effort put into the sophisticated and materialistic ways of the world, it is better to share soup in a house where there is peace and godliness, than to sell our souls to eat steak with Donald Trump--or words to that effect.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows us what really is the value of life, and the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows us the foolishness of storing up goods rather than trusting in the giver of life and all good things.  And so we say, “My confidence is that when I seek first the rule of God in my life, he will see to it that I have all other things as well.”  And when we do that, the world is overcome.

The world is overcome every time we are not defeated by defeat.  When we face defeat we will be assured that life is now pointless.  Our plans didn't work.  Life is pointless.  Our goals were not attained.  Life must be pointless.  Our dreams aren't coming true.  Life must be pointless.  My business has failed.  Life must be pointless.  My best efforts were too little.  Life must be pointless.  The voice of the world will be there to shout at us, “Loser!  Loser!” and then to convince us that we now have nothing to live for.  It didn't come out the way we wished, so now it was all a waste of time.  However, the world is overcome when a person reasons this way:  Jesus shows me that no defeat is an ultimate defeat.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows me the extent to which evil would go to discourage and defeat the goodness of God.  But the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows me the ultimate power of God's forgiving grace to defeat, even the defeat of death.  My confidence is that no defeat in this life is the final defeat.  And it is further my confidence that I am on God's side when I do not give up.  And every time we do that, the world is overcome.

The world is overcome every time we remain sane in the company of craziness.  The world would like to convince us that our only response to craziness in this world is to act equally crazy.  The other person's irrationality should move us to an equal irrationality.  They raise their voices, we raise our voice!  Whether it's to rudeness on the highway, the crazy anger of a spouse or a child, the meanness of a co-worker or a classmate, or the judgmental attitude of the congregational Pharisee.  But the world is overcome when a person reasons this way:  Jesus shows me that the best answer to craziness is to cling to my own sanity and calmness.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows me the extent to which evil would go to drive God crazy.  But the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows me that God's sane calmness, God's sane calmness is the greatest power there is.  And my confidence is that I need not become crazy just because I am being faced with someone else's craziness.  And the world is overcome by our confidence in God.

One final example.  The world is overcome every time we accept God's forgiveness.  The world in which we live would like to convince us of one of these two thoughts.  The world wants you to go around believing one or the other of these things.  One, “I didn't do anything wrong.”  The world would like you to believe that. “I didn't do anything wrong.”  The other thought the world would like to get you to believe is this, “What I did is unforgivable.”  However, the world is overcome when a person reasons this way:  Jesus shows me that God is kind and gracious, so I am free to accept my guilt without making excuses for myself.  I am free to see the harm that I have caused and that I am causing.  And I am free to trust to the cross of Jesus for my forgiveness.  The death of Jesus on the cross shows me the price that God pays for this kindness and grace, but the resurrection of Jesus from the dead shows me the ultimate power of God's kindness and his grace.  My confidence is that it will be a painful thing to admit my guilt, but it is further my confidence that God will forgive and set me free to live.  And every time we accept his forgiveness the world is overcome.

“For whatever is born of God overcomes the world.  This is the victory that overcomes the world, our confidence in God.  Who is it that overcomes the world?  Only he who has confidence that Jesus is the Son of God.”  Amen.
 
