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“We Are God’s Children Now”


Confirmation Sunday									   May 3, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Acts 4:23-33
Epistle Lesson										    I John 3:1-7
Gospel Lesson										 John 10:11-18


The sermon this morning is, in form, directed to the confirmation class, but in substance it is directed to all of you.  So you just have to make that little adjustment in the way you hear things.  You have to think of yourself as if this is your confirmation day.

The subject for today, under the topic “Easter Now,” is “We Are God’s Children Now.”  I draw your attention to first two verse of the Epistle Lesson.  I John 3:1-2:  “See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called the children of God.  And so we are!  The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him.  Beloved, we are God’s children now.  It does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”

Well confirmands, I would like to tell you to go out and do things the way I did them.  But my fear is that you will probably go out and do things the way I did them.  You will, more than likely, exhibit behaviors quite typical of the age you will be.  Here are some the adjectives which may apply to you in the years to come:  thoughtless, stubborn, opinionated, vulgar and profane, self-focused, self-excusing, too busy, too smart, too lazy, way, way to cool, rebellious, risk-taking, law-breaking, sullen.  You may think I know these things because I am a father and a teacher.  But in reality I know them best because I am a son.  I don’t tell you these things to give you an excuse to behave in these ways.  When it comes time to find excuses you will find them easily enough.  Every generation does.  You can just ask all these people here how easy it comes to us.  I tell you these things because I think it is an effective way to get you to think about your relationship with God.  I want you to discover, and I want you to firmly believe what I have discovered and what I firmly believe—through it all I was always a child of God.  I was never God’s poster child, as though he would have wanted to use me in his advertizing campaign.  But through it all, I was always God’s child.  I really do want you to live secure that you really are God’s child.  Not because you have made yourself God’s child, but because in Jesus God is so good a father that he calls you his child—even when you aren’t such a very good child.  

Nor do I want you to fall into the trap of believing that God is such a soft touch that everything goes—you can just do whatever you want, and you’re still going to be God’s child.  That’s not the point either.  You may think that for awhile.  Many people do.  But you will soon enough discover that sin is its own punishment.  I can tell you that, but you’ll have to discover that for yourself—that sin is its own punishment.  Your thoughts, your words, and your actions will come back at you in the strangest ways as you go through your life.  Life will demonstrate to you that you are wrong.  The bills will come due, so to speak.  This is part of growing up.  This is the path we walk down.  This is how God walks with us.  

My hope for each of you is that when the reckoning comes, as it will, that your religious instruction will have taught you two things.  First, that the proper response to life is humble repentance.  And second, that you have been a child of God all along, because that is God’s doing and it is not your doing.  

On the other hand, some of you may be one of the exceptional people who will not go down this road I described.  You may be such an exceptional person that you will never be described as thoughtless.  You will never be called stubborn or opinionated.  You will never be known as someone who is vulgar or profane.  People will never call you self-focused or self-excusing.  They will be amazed that you are never too busy, too smart, too lazy, or way, way, way too cool.  Some people will be amazed that maybe some of you won’t be rebellious; that you won’t be risk-taking; that you won’t be law-breaking; that you won’t become sullen.  Should this be the case for you, and praise God if it should be the case for you, it is my hope that your religious instruction will have taught you the same two things:  That the proper response to life is humble repentance, and that you have been a child of God all along, because that is God’s doing and not yours.  You will be amazed at the power of these two things:  The humility to admit fault and repent.  And the confidence that God has called you his child all along.  Those are two very powerful things.  

While I still have you in front of me and you have to listen, I want to give you one last Catechism lesson review.  Do you remember that there are two ways to become a part of a group?  Two ways to belong?  Because, there are two essentially different types of groups in this world:  First there is a varsity sports team type of group.  You become a member of the team by demonstrating that you are good enough for this team.  And you stay on the team as long as you are good enough.  If you mess up or if you don’t develop your skills, you’re gone.  If someone comes along who is better than you, you are gone.  The job of the coach of a team is to assess people’s abilities and worth to the team, keep the ones who are good enough, and drop the ones who are not good enough.  The coach’s question is always, “Is this person performing well enough to stay on the team?”  That’s one type of group in this world.  That’s one way of belonging. 

The second is a family type of group.  You become a part of a family by being born into it.  And you remain part of the family as long as the bonds of the family stay committed to you.  If you mess up or if you don’t grow up, you’re still there.  If someone comes along who is better than you are, you’re still there.  The job of the head of a family is to love its members and to help them become the family members they should be.  The head of the family doesn’t ask, “Is this person performing well enough to stay a member of this family?”  The head of the family asks, “How can I possibly turn away this member of my family?”  

We all know that these two types of groups exist.  The question in the Christian community is this:  Is God’s group a team-type group in which a person tries out and stays around as long as they perform well enough.  Or is God’s group a family-type group into which people are born by the will of the family head, and in which people remain because the family head will not turn them away.  Another way to state this question is, you’ve heard this many times in class:  Who made you a Christian?  Who makes you a Christian?  There is the approach that says, “We make ourselves Christian, by believing certain things and by acting in certain ways and by meeting certain standards.  We make ourselves Christian when we decide to believe a certain way, when we decide to act a certain way.  And we stay Christian as long as we continue to decide to meet those standards.  This approach is convinced that God’s group is a varsity-type team.  It is a group where try-outs are held and the coach either keeps you on the team or he kicks you off the team depending upon how you are performing.  As reasonable as this approach seems, it has four major drawbacks.  Number one, it is not what the Bible teaches.  Number two, it tends to make some people big-headed and judgmental, because they think they have made God’s team.  They think they’re performing up to God’s standards.  Three, it tends to make other people feel awful, because they look at themselves and they know they aren’t meeting God’s standards.   And four, it makes it very hard for people to get close to God, because it is very hard if not impossible to get close to the one who has kicked you off the team or is looking for ways to kick you off the team.  Maybe this is why the Bible never once, never once calls God “coach.” 

Then there is the Biblical approach which you were taught in Catechism instruction.  God makes us Christians by receiving us into his family in our Baptism, because of what Jesus did for us on the cross.  This is how we become the sons and daughters of God, and we remain the sons and daughters of God because for the sake of Jesus he continues to call us his sons and daughters.  It has nothing to do with our performance.  It has to do with God’s stubborn love for the sake of Christ continuing to call us his sons, his daughters.  As unreasonable as this approach seems, it has four major advantages.  Number one, it is what the Bible actually teaches.  “See what love the father has given us that we should be called the children of God.  And so we are.  Beloved, we are God’s children now.”  Second, because it is a gift of God there is no reason for the children of God to get big-headed about it or judge others.  Three, because it is a gift God is willing to give, it is a comfort and a hope for those who know they aren’t worthy to be called God’s children, even though God calls them that.  And fourth, because it is a gift God is willing to give, it helps people get close to God as the father who is inviting them into the family, because of his compassionate love, and he is not kicking them off the team because of their performance.  Maybe this is why the Bible consistently refers to God as “Father” rather than “Coach.”

I said earlier that a person is born into a family and remains part of that family as long as the bonds of the family remain committed to that person.  The bonds of family are stressed in many ways.  Some family members are troublesome.  Scratch that out.  All, all family members are troublesome, and some family members are wayward.  Some family members take but don’t give.  Some family members have a hard time growing up.  Some family members use their family rather than support their family.  Some family members judge members of their family and shun them.  All family members go through moods that are hard to take.   All family members let their family down--some more than others, but all do.  Some family members think they are the boss of other family members.  Now isn’t that a delight to live with?  And the list goes on.  

So what holds a family together?  Not perfection.  Not performance.  Not some sort of dependable harmony in which the family lives.  Not a wonderful maturity in all its members.  Families stay together as long as the members can absorb each other’s nonsense for the sake of staying connected.  Because humans are weak in varying degrees, human families have differing breaking points.   So we all know that some human families break apart.  

What holds God’s family together?  It is not our perfection; it is not our performance; it is not our dependable harmony; it is not the wonderful maturity of all the members of God’s family.  God’s children remain his children because his mercy endures forever.  God’s children remain his children because he is able to absorb the nonsense of their lives into his infinite love for those he calls his sons and daughters.  

There’s a new product being advertised on television these days.  If you watch television at all you’ve seen it.  It’s called “The Sham Wow!”  The Sham Wow is the most wonderful product, and none of us can possible live without it because the Sham Wow can absorb almost anything.  You spill pop on your carpet, not to worry.  You put the Sham Wow on your carpet and it absorbs the pop out of the top of the carpet, the middle of the carpet, right on down through to the pad and through to the floor.  It absorbs it all!  It’s all gone when Sham Wow is done with it.  Can you imagine not having one?  

When I watch the Sham Wow ads I think about Jesus Christ on the cross.  I am not certain how affective Sham Wow is, but I am certain that in his death on the cross Jesus Christ has absorbed all the guilt, all the shame, all the pain, all the hatred.  He has absorbed all the jealousy, all the prejudice, and all the other general nonsense of the human race.  He has absorbed it all into his body.  This thing that Jesus did demonstrates that the mercy of God, our Father, has no breaking point.  And that God our Father will absorb all the pain that we can generate, and he will do it for the sake of staying connected with us—his children--and for the hope of bringing us home, and turning our hearts to him, and for the hope of turning our hearts to one another.  

Can that possibly work?  Can that possibly work?  Well, yes it does.  Oh yes it does.  “Where meek souls will receive him still, the dear Christ enters in.”  

Does this great sacrificial love of God toward his children make sense?  Is it logical?  Probably not.  Probably not so logical.  But when my logic told me that the Gospel wasn’t logical, my choice was clear.  I gave up on logic and trusted the love of God.  “See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called the children of God.  And so we are.  The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him.  Beloved, we are God’s children now.  It does not yet appear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”  Amen
