THIRTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST                 EPH. 5:15-20                 SEPT. 3, 2006

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     IT’S REALLY TRUE THAT YOU HAVE TO OFTEN WATCH WHERE YOU ARE WALKING.  WE TRIP OVER THINGS BECAUSE WE DIDN’T WATCH WHERE WE WERE WALKING.  ON A RAINING DAY YOU CAN STEP IN A PUDDLE IF YOU AREN’T WATCHING YOUR STEP.  WHEN I WAS YOUNG MY GRANDMOTHER ALWAYS REMINDED ME ABOUT WATCHING WHERE I STEPPED WHENEVER I HEADED OUT TO THE PASTURE ON THEIR FARM.  FOR IN THE PASTURE COW PIES WHERE EVERYWHERE.  COW PIES, OF COURSE, IS A NICE NAME FOR COW MANURE.  IT’S WHAT THE COW PRODUCES WHEN IT GOES TO THE BATHROOM OUT IN THE PASTURE.  IF YOU’RE NOT CAREFUL COW PIES ARE EASY TO STEP IN BECAUSE THERE PRETTY BIG.  AND I QUICKLY LEARNED WHY GRANDMA WARNED ME BE TO BE CAREFUL:  FOR COW PIES ARE A REAL STINKY MESS AND WHEN THEY ARE FRESH THEY ARE HOT, STEAMY AND EVEN MESSIER.  BELIEVE IT OR NOT THIS IS WHAT PAUL IS TALKING ABOUT THIS MORNING.  FOR THE WHOLE WORLD IS LIKE ONE GREAT BIG PASTURE THAT HAS LOTS OF STINKING COW PIES JUST WAITING FOR SOMEONE TO STEP IN.  THAT’S WHY PAUL SAYS THAT WE CHRISTIANS ARE TO BE CAREFUL HOW WE LIVE.  BUT THE WORD TRANSLATED AS “TO LIVE” LITERALLY MEANS “TO WALK.”  SO, JUST LIKE MY GRANDMA, PAUL IS TELLING ALL OF US:  “BE CAREFULLY HOW YOU WALK.”

I.  MY GRANDMA WARNED ME ABOUT COW PIES BECAUSE SHE WANTED TO SAVE ME FROM STEPPING INTO A STINKING MESS.  PAUL WARNS US ABOUT THE COW PIES OF SIN NOT ONLY TO SPARE US FROM HAVING STINKING MESSES IN OUR LIVES, BUT ALSO THAT WE MIGHT LIVE A CHRISTIAN LIFE AND BE A GOOD WITNESS TO THOSE AROUND US.  THAT WE MIGHT BE “THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD AND THE SALT OF THE EARTH” AS JESUS SAID.

     A.  PAUL REMINDS US THAT “THE DAYS ARE EVIL.”  DO WE SOMETIMES FORGET THIS?  DO WE SEE THINGS IN MOVIES AND ON TELEVISION AND OTHER PLACES AND JUST THINK THAT THEY ARE NORMAL?  OR DO WE REMEMBER THAT THERE IS SO MUCH SIN AROUND US, SO MANY THINGS THAT ARE NOT PLEASING TO GOD?  OF COURSE, SOME TIMES AND PLACES ARE MORE EVIL THAT OTHER TIMES AND PLACES.  IN THE “I LOVE LUCY” SHOW OF THE 1950’S RICKY RICARDO AND HIS WIFE LUCY SLEPT IN SEPARATE BEDS.  TODAY WE HAVE SUCH SHOWS AS “SEX IN THE CITY AND DESPERATE HOUSEWIVES HOPPING FROM ONE PERSON AND BED TO ANOTHER.    IN THE 50’S AND 60’S WE HAVE “LEAVE IT TO BEAVER”  TODAY, WE HAVE SHOWS LIKE “THE SIMPSONS” AND “SOUTH PARK”.  WHAT WAS SHOCKING IN THE 50’ AND 60’S ISN’T QUITE SO SHOCKING TODAY.  BEHAVIOR AND LIFESTYLES THAT WOULD HAVE PRODUCED EMBARRASSMENT, GUILT AND SHAME IN DAYS GONE BY ARE TODAY NOT ONLY TOLERATED BUT WIDELY ACCEPTED, EVEN AMONG CHRISTIANS.  FOR THOSE OF US WHO HAVE LIVED IN THAT MORE DISTANT PAST WE FEEL SORRY FOR OUR CHILDREN AND GRANDCHILDREN AND THE PARENTS AND GRANDPARENTS WHO HAVE THE CHALLENGE TO RAISE THEM AS CHRISTIANS.

     B.  OF COURSE SIN HAS BEEN IN THE WORLD EVER SINCE ADAM AND EVE TURNED THE GARDEN OF EDEN INTO A PASTURE FULL OF COW PIES.    JUST LIKE STEPPING INTO A COW PIE LEADS TO A STINKING MESS, SO, LIKEWISE GIVING INTO SIN BRINGS STINKING MESSES INTO OUR LIVES.  HOW MANY OF US HERE THIS MORNING COULD TELL STORIES FROM OUR LIVES OR THE LIVES OF OTHERS WHO BROUGHT ALL KINDS OF MISERY AND HEARTACHE INTO THEIR LIVES BECAUSE OF SIN?  BUT EVEN WORSE, SIN MAKES US A STINKING MESS BEFORE GOD AND WE NEED HIS FORGIVENESS.  WE MUST NEVER CONFUSE GOD FORGIVING OUR SIN AND ACCEPTING OUR SIN. THOUGH GOD CAN AND DOES FORGIVE SIN; HE NEVER ACCEPTS IT.  AND IF HE CAN’T ACCEPT IT, WE CAN’T ACCEPT IT EITHER.   AND HE WILL NOT FORGIVE US IF WE DO NOT REPENT AND SEEK HIS FORGIVENESS.  TO HAVE OUR SINS FORGIVEN DOESN’T MEAN THAT WE CAN NOW KEEP THEM.  TO BE FORGIVEN MEANS WE WANT TO GET RID OF OUR SIN. AND SO JUST A FEW VERSES BEFORE OUR TEXT PAUL SAYS, “LET NO ONE DECEIVE YOU WITH EMPTY WORDS, FOR BECAUSE OF THESE THINGS THE WRATH OF GOD COMES UPON THE SONS OF DISOBEDIENCE.”  AS CHRISTIANS WE SHOULD NEVER FORGET THAT GOD CARES ABOUT HOW WE LIVE.   AND BECAUSE HE CARES, WE CARE ABOUT HOW WE LIVE. JUST LIKE WE WOULDN’T WANT TO WALK AROUND WITH COW PIE ALL OVER OUR SHOES, WE DON’T WANT SIN IN OUR LIVES.  ISN’T THAT WE MEAN WHEN WE PRAY:  “AND LEAD US NOT INTO TEMPTATION, BUT DELIVER US FROM EVIL”?  AND SO JUST LIKE MY GRANDMA USED TO DO GOD WARNS US ABOUT THE COW PIES OF SIN.  HE DOES THIS IN HIS WORD THROUGH PEOPLE LIKE PAUL, THROUGH PASTORS LIKE ME, AND THROUGH PARENTS AND GRANDPARENTS AND FELLOW CHRISTIANS. 

II.   WE ARE TO BE CAREFUL, THEN, HOW WE WILL LIVE.  ARE YOU CAREFUL HOW YOU LIVE?  ARE YOU AVOIDING THE COW PIES THAT SURROUND YOU EVERYDAY?  HOW WISE WE ARE IS SHOWN IN HOW WE LIVE.  PAUL IS TELLING US WHAT FORREST GUMP TOLD US:  “STUPID IS AS STUPID DOES.”  HOW WE LIVE INVOLVES EITHER MAKING GOOD CHOICES OR POOR CHOICES.  WE WILL EITHER MAKE CHOICES THAT ARE PLEASING TO GOD OR NOT PLEASING TO GOD.  SO HOW THEN DO WE AVOID THOSE COW PIES OF SIN? PAUL SAYS THAT WE NEED TO UNDERSTAND “WHAT THE LORD’S WILL IS”.

     A.  THIS IS IMPORTANT BECAUSE NOT EVERYTHING IN THIS WORLD AGREES WITH GOD. FIRST, AND MOST IMPORTANT, GOD WANTS US TO TRUST IN HIS SON FOR THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS.  WHEN JESUS DIED ON THE CROSS GOD PUNISHED HIM FOR ALL THE COW PIES WE HAVE STEPPED IN OR EVER WILL STEP IN.  OUR ENTIRE DEBT TO GOD FOR OUR WHOLE LIFE HAS ALREADY BEEN CANCELED. IN THE WATERS OF OUR BAPTISM THE STENCH OF OUR SIN HAS BEEN WASHED AWAY.   SO FIRST, AND FOREMOST, IT IS GOD’S WILL TO SAVE US FROM SIN, DEATH, AND ETERNAL DAMNATION AS JESUS SAYS IN JOHN’S GOSPEL:  “FOR GOD SO LOVED THE WORLD THAT HE GAVE HIS ONLY SON SO THAT WHOEVER BELIEVES IN HIM MIGHT NOT PERISH BUT HAVE ETERNAL LIFE.”    ONE OF THE REASONS THAT WE COME TO CHURCH IS TO RECEIVE OVER AND OVER AGAIN THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS THROUGH THE MEANS OF GRACE, THE WORD AND THE SACRAMENTS OF BAPTISM AND THE LORD’S SUPPER.  AND IN THIS WAY WE ARE “FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT” AS PAUL SAYS.  ONLY JESUS CHRIST CAN GIVE THE HOLY SPIRIT AND EACH TIME WE RECEIVE FORGIVENESS IN JESUS CHRIST THE HOLY SPIRIT RENEWS AND STRENGTHENS OUR FAITH IN OUR GOD AND SAVIOR.   EVERY TIME YOU LEAVE CHURCH THE STENCH OF YOUR SIN HAS BEEN WASHED AWAY.  WHAT IS THE WILL OF GOD?  THAT EVERY HUMAN BEING BELIEVE IN JESUS CHRIST AS THEIR SAVIOR AND LORD.  FOR WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST PEOPLE STILL HAVE THE STENCH OF THE SIN THAT THEY HAVE STEPPED IN.  FOR THIS STENCH CAN ONLY BE TAKEN AWAY IN HIM.   AND WE WITNESS TO THIS TRUTH NOT ONLY IN WHAT WE SAY BUT IN HOW WE LIVE. 

     B.  BUT IF WE ARE TO LIVE A GOD PLEASING LIFE THEN WE NEED TO KNOW WHAT PLEASES GOD AND WHAT DOESN’T PLEASE HIM IN OUR DAILY LIVING.  IT IS THE GOOD NEWS OF JESUS THAT GIVES US THE DESIRE TO LIVE FOR GOD.  BUT WE LEARN HOW TO LIVE FOR HIM FROM HIS WORD, FROM HIS LAW.  FOR EXAMPLE, PAUL WRITES IN ROMANS, “INDEED, I WOULD NOT HAVE KNOWN WHAT SIN WAS EXCEPT THROUGH THE LAW.  FOR I WOULD NOT HAVE KNOWN WHAT COVETING REALLY WAS IF THE LAW HAD NOT SAID, ‘DO NOT COVET’”.   IN OTHER WORDS, COVETING IS A COW PIE AND WE NEED TO AVOID IT OR SEEK FORGIVENESS FOR IT.  BUT WHAT ABOUT OTHER THINGS?  WHAT IS GOD’S WILL FOR MARRIAGE?  FOR DIVORCE?  FOR PRE-MARTIAL SEX?  FOR PORNOGRAPHY?  FOR PARENTS AND CHILDREN?  FOR STEALING AND LYING?  FOR DRUNKENNESS AND DRUG ABUSE?  FOR CHURCH ATTENDANCE?  FOR READING AND STUDYING HIS WORD?  FOR LOVING AND FORGIVING OTHERS?  FOR CURSING AND SWEARING?  AND THERE’S MANY OTHER QUESTIONS.  WHAT IS GOD’S WILL?  PAUL SAYS:  “UNDERSTAND WHAT THE LORD’S WILL IS.”  FOR HOW CAN WE LIVE FOR HIM, HOW CAN WE AVOID THE COW PIES IF WE DON’T KNOW HIS WILL?  AND HOW CAN WE KNOW GOD’S WILL IF WE DON’T KNOW GOD’S WORD, THE BIBLE?  WE LEARN TO KNOW GOD’S WILL FROM THE BIBLE.  WHEN WE HEAR IT PREACHED.  WHEN WE HEAR IT TAUGHT.  WHEN WE READ IT AND STUDY IT.  AND SO WE COME TO CHURCH TO NOT ONLY RECEIVE THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS, BUT TO LEARN GOD’S WILL.---AND TO GIVE HIM THANKS AS PAUL WRITES:  SPEAK TO ONE ANOTHER WITH PSALMS, HYMNS AND SPIRITUAL SONGS.  SING AND MAKE MUSIC IN YOUR HEART TO THE LORD, ALWAYS GIVING THANKS TO GOD THE FATHER FOR EVERYTHING IN THE NAME OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST.”  THIS TOO IS GOD’S WILL.  WE HAVE LEARNED IT FROM HIS WORD.  AND THAT’S WHY WE ARE HERE THIS MORNING.

CONCLUSION:  HAVE YOU STEPPED IN ANY COW PIES LATELY?  I KNOW YOU HAVE.  THAT’S WHY YOU CONFESSED YOUR SINS THIS MORNING.  IT’S JUST HOW SMALL OR BIG THEY HAVE BEEN.  HOW STINKY THEY HAVE BEEN.  BUT YOU’VE COME TO THE RIGHT PLACE THIS MORNING.  FOR WE HAVE ALL GATHERED HERE THIS MORNING TO BE CLEANSED FROM WHAT WE HAVE STEPPED IN.  IN THIS PLACE WE RECEIVE THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS.  WE WILL LEAVE TODAY CLEAN AND FORGIVEN.  IN THIS WAY WE HAVE BEEN FILLED WITH THE SPIRIT OF GOD.  AND THAT’S WHY AS WE LEAVE THIS PLACE WE DO SO WITH THE DETERMINATION NOT TO STEP IN ANY SINFUL COW PIES.  AND BECAUSE WE KNOW GOD’S WORD WE CAN NOW RECOGNIZE THEM BEFORE WE STEP IN THEM.  IN THIS WAY WE “MAKE THE MOST OF EVERY OPPORTUNITY” AS PAUL SAYS.  FOR NOW WE CAN NOT ONLY TELL OTHERS HOW TO AVOID THE COW PIES OF SIN……..BUT ALSO HOW TO BECOME CLEAN WHEN THEY DO STEP IN ONE.  AMEN.

