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Reformation, 2006

Text:  Matthew 11:12-19
The Christian Faith is a Decisive Faith.
1. It produces decisive leaders.

2. It produces decisive followers.

Preached:  October 29, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

When it’s time for you to fill up with gas, which one do you choose? Shell? Chevron? AM/PM? When you’re pushing your cart down the cereal aisle in the grocery store, which one do you choose? Frosted Flakes? Cheerios? Raisin Bran? Lucky Charms? Cinnamon Toast Crunch? Kids, when it’s TV time, what is your choice? Animal Planet? Nickelodeon? Disney Channel? When your parents offer you a choice of which chore you’d rather do—dishes, garbage or lawn mowing—which one do you choose? If you’re into skate boarding, do you choose Spitfire? Real? or Flip?
There are so many choices today. Some of us like choices. They give us a sense of freedom. Some feel life would be easier if there weren’t so many choices. Some experts say that all these choices are actually a contributing factor to all the stress that we have in life today. You’ve probably agonized over some of the tougher choices in life:  What to do with an aging parent who isn’t able to keep up his or her own home any more? What occupation should you go into? Do you get married and to whom? All these choices can be overwhelming. They often make people into indecisive people. 
Jesus says to us today that the kingdom of God makes people into decisive people. “From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.” The kingdom of heaven and the Christian faith are powerful forces. Their ideas and views have spread all over the world. And there have been powerful preachers who have preached this faith—men like John the Baptist. 
But actually there has been some question about how to interpret that last phrase:  “And forceful men lay hold of it.” Some people have asked, “Is that talking about powerful preachers like John the Baptist? Or is it talking about some of the people who have opposed the Christian faith? Is it talking about forceful people who have gotten their hands on the Christian faith and tried to stop its advance? If you could see the whole chapter that this sermon text comes from, I think it would help you to answer that question. Jesus said these things at the time that John the Baptist was in prison for what he preached and just before he was beheaded for it. King Herod was the one who threw John into prison because John said that it wasn’t right that Herod had taken his brother Philip’s wife. And so, some people have said, maybe Herod is an example of the “forceful men” who try to “lay hold of” the kingdom of God.

I wonder if it could be referring to both. Forceful people try to lay hold of the kingdom of God and try to stop it. But believers also work just as forcefully in the opposite direction. They strive just as forcefully to advance the kingdom of God. I wonder if Jesus is talking about the conflict that has gone on for two thousand years now between those who try to halt the advance of the kingdom of God and those who pour their whole heart and soul into the advancement of the kingdom.
Let’s look at some more of Jesus’ words here. “For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John. And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come.” The prophets were not indecisive people, were they? They spoke boldly even when people didn’t like what they had to say, even when they were thrown into prison, even when they were sometimes put to death. The very last prophet of the Old Testament, Malachi, had foretold how, just before the coming of the Messiah, the prophet Elijah would return. You remember Elijah, don’t you? He was the one who had been taken up alive in a flaming chariot into heaven. It had happened just on the other side of the Jordan. And who in Jesus’ day showed up at the Jordan River preaching a bold message like Elijah? John the Baptist! John was that Elijah who was to come before the Savior. He was the one who prepared the people for the Savior’s coming. 
But what was the people’s response to John’s message? (and to Jesus’?) “To what can I compare this generation? They are like children sitting in the marketplaces and calling out to others:  ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.’” Evidently kids would play a game back in Jesus’ day where they would pretend to have either a wedding or a funeral. And one of the children would play the songs that were sung at the wedding or the funeral. At weddings they would play on the flute, and the people would dance. At funerals they would play a dirge. A dirge is a sad song that was sung only at funerals. But what would sometimes happen is that the player would say, “Come on. Let’s play wedding.” And he would start the wedding music. But none of the other kids would join in. And when he tried to play one of the funeral songs, none of the kids would join in on that game either. 

Jesus says, “That’s what it’s been like for John and me.” John the Baptist came with a very stark appearance and with a very grim message. He came dressed in camel’s hair and a leather belt. He came eating locusts and wild honey. As God had commanded before his birth, he drank no wine. His message was “Repent, for the kingdom of God is near.” “The axe is already at the root of the tree, and every tree that does not produce righteousness will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” It was a message of law. 

But Jesus had followed it up with the gospel. Jesus told parables in which He compared the kingdom of God to a banquet. Wedding banquets were one of his favorite ways to describe what God was giving to people. Jesus spent much of His time attending banquets and eating liberally with tax collectors and “sinners.” Jesus drank wine. His message was about the abundant blessings that God wanted to give all people. The feasting and drinking were pictures that were meant to illustrate the spiritual blessings that He came to bring.
But people turned both preachers down. They didn’t want to hear the repentance that John preached, and they beheaded him. They didn’t want to hear about the forgiveness that Jesus preached, and they crucified Him. You see, the kingdom of God does not bring what is popular with people. It’s not about what people like. It’s not about what they choose. It’s about what is right. It’s about what is truly good—for everyone—not just satisfying the various tastes that are out there. The kingdom of God has a very clear message. It’s a twofold message. It’s law and it’s gospel. Its preachers tell us how much we’ve sinned. Its preachers tell us we are lost, that we deserve death and hell. But then those preachers show us the One who has rescued us. They proclaim Jesus to us. They tell us about the forgiveness and peace and eternal life that Jesus brings us. It’s a very clear message. And ever since John the Baptist there have been decisive preachers who have preached it—preachers like Martin Luther. 
Martin Luther was a decisive man. He learned to know what the Word of God said. Even though he grew up in an age when all kinds of human opinions had obscured the Word of God, Luther discovered in the Bible the truth. Forceful men had taken over the church by the time of Luther, and convinced everyone that it was through human striving that we could become right with God. It was the good deeds that we do that were decisive as to whether we were saved or not saved, they taught. It took many years of intense Bible study for Luther, but when He discovered what the Bible really taught—that it is what Jesus did for us that saves us—he could not stop from boldly proclaiming it.
The decisive scene of course was at the Diet of Worms in 1521, when the Holy Roman Emperor brought Luther to stand before a huge congress of German princes and representatives of the pope and demanded that he take back the things he had taught—it was then that Luther made his decisive statement. Oh, he had his moments of doubt. He asked the emperor for another day to consider his answer. It was a night of prayerful struggle for Luther. How could he be right and all of the teachers of the Roman Catholic Church wrong? Was he sure that it really was simply by faith that we are righteous before a holy God? Luther thoroughly thought through his answer. The next day when he stood before the diet again and the emperor asked, “Martin Luther, will you take back what you have taught?” he answered, “Unless I am convicted by Scripture and plain reason—I do not accept the authority of popes and councils, for they have contradicted each other—my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise. God help me. Amen.”
The Christian faith produces decisive leaders. And it also produces decisive followers. It produces people who, when they hear law and gospel, do not react like the Jewish children in the neighborhood game that Jesus describes to us today. They don’t react by saying, “No, don’t tell us about our sins.” They don’t say, “You don’t need to tell us about forgiveness, Jesus. We don’t need that.” The law and the gospel produce willing responses in the believer’s ear. They say, “Yes, that’s exactly what I need to hear. Thank you for pointing out my error.” They say to their Christian friends who point out what they’ve done, “Thank you for caring enough to say the tough thing to me.” And when the offended friend is able to say, “Your sin is forgiven,” the two brothers can rejoice together in the dance of reconciliation. 

Never be afraid, dear Christian friends, to stand by the message of law and gospel. In a world that would like to make everything indifferent—in a world that fosters indecisiveness—we can still move forward with confidence. We can still know how to approach one another and embrace one another with the message of sin and grace, of law and gospel, of repentance and forgiveness. That is our heritage as Lutherans. That is our blessing as Christians. The Christian faith is a decisive faith. Go home today—go to work and school tomorrow—go among your friends and family—and be decisive. You know what your God has done for you. And you know how He wants you to share His message with the world. The Christian faith is a decisive faith.  Amen.
