15 Pentecost, 2011 
                                                             Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32


REPENT AND LIVE

Sermon for the 15th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011

Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen. 

The text for our sermon today is our Old Testament reading, Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32 The Word of the LORD came to me: 2 “What do you people mean when you use this proverb about the land of Israel, ‘The fathers eat unripe fruit, and the children’s teeth feel dull?’ 3 As surely as I live,” declares the Lord GOD, “you will certainly not use this proverb in Israel any more. 4 Look! All persons belong to Me. Both the soul of the father and soul of the son alike belong to Me. The person who sins is the one who will die”…

25 “Yet you (people) say, ‘The behaviour of the Lord is not fair.’ Please listen, you family of Israel! Is My behaviour not fair? Are not the ways you behave the ones that are not fair? 26 When a righteous person turns away from his righteousness and acts unjustly, he will die for those things. He will die because of the unjust things that he has been committing. 27 Moreover, when a wicked person turns away from the wickedness that he has been committing and does what is just and right, he will save his life. 28 Because he has considered all the rebellious acts that he has been committing and has turned away from them, he will certainly live. He will not die. 29 Yet the family of Israel says, ‘The behaviour of the Lord is not fair.’ Are the ways in which I behave not fair, you family of Israel? Are your ways not the ones that are unfair?

30 “Therefore, family of Israel, I shall judge each of you according to his conduct,” declares the Lord GOD. “Repent, and turn away from all your rebellious acts, so that sin may not cause your downfall. 31 Cast away from you all your rebellious acts, which you have been committing! Make yourselves new hearts and new spirits. Why should you die, O family of Israel? 32 For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies,” declares the Lord GOD. “Therefore repent, and live!”

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. 
Dear friends in Christ,

The first words Jesus spoke as He began His ministry was “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand,” (Matt. 4:17). Jesus willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance. To repent literally means “to turn, turn around.” Repentance is God’s work (Jer. 31:18) that leads a person to renounce sin - requesting God’s mercy and returning to His way. David’s confession and prayer in Psalm 51 is a classic example of this. 
The first of Luther’s 95 Theses said the same thing. At the time of the Reformation Luther was teaching one of the most consistent messages of the Bible, the message of repentance. Today from Ezekiel, we hear the exact same thing. Speaking through His prophet Ezekiel, God says that He has no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies... therefore repent and live!
God announces that the one who sins shall die for his sin. The people of Israel had been using a proverb, “The fathers eat unripe fruit, and the children’s teeth feel dull.” The same proverb is used in Jeremiah 31 when the Lord promised that the Israelites mourning would be turned into joy. This proverb was used to express the observation that the fathers’ generation committed the great sins and the judgment of God fell on the children’s or the grandchildren’s generation. In other words, the children would experience trouble for something their fathers had done.
But what they had failed to realise was that this proverb actually accused God of injustice. It said that the guilty ones got away with their guilt and God punished the innocent. This chapter of Ezekiel began with God saying that they were no longer going to be using that proverb.

Over and over again, Ezekiel speaks God’s Word saying, “Yet you (people) say, ‘The behaviour of the Lord is not fair.’ Please listen, you family of Israel! Is My behaviour not fair? Are not the ways you behave the ones that are not fair?” They didn’t say that God’s ways were not right - not straight out like that. They said it with their proverb. So God challenges them. What God told them was this: “The person who sins is the one who will die.” That was always God’s way, but the people fancied themselves to be innocent and righteous and suffering for the sins of their parents and grandparents. God says to them, “No, if you suffer for sins, you earned it.”
God says: “I shall judge each of you according to his conduct.” God talks about how a good man who turns from his goodness and does evil will die for the evil he begins to do, and how the evil man who turns from his evil and does good will live because of the good which he has begun to do. These are judgments with which we are all familiar, but they were seemingly contrary to experience because God was so patient and waited so long for repentance.

Mind you, the Israelites did do the good ‘churchy-things’ that people think of as repentance. They did their sacrifices, required by their religion. They went to temple and they attended the festivals when they were held. But God was looking for more. First of all, He wasn’t looking for merely good ‘churchy’ behaviour. He was looking for character and righteousness. Listen to the description of the good man given in Ezekiel 18:15-17: “If a man is righteous, and practices justice and righteousness, and does not eat at the mountain shrines or lift up his eyes to the idols of the house of Israel, or defile his neighbour’s wife, or approach a woman during her menstrual period - if a man does not oppress anyone, but restores to the debtor his pledge, does not commit robbery, but gives his bread to the hungry, and covers the naked with clothing, if he does not lend money on interest or take increase, if he keeps his hand from iniquity, and executes true justice between man and man, if he walks in My statutes and My ordinances so as to deal faithfully - he is righteous and will surely live, declares the Lord GOD.”

Some of those things were part and parcel of the commands of the covenant, but most of them were just daily decency and compassion. God called it oppression to take interest, and robbery not to show compassion on the needy. He looked for true justice and decency - and also faithfulness to the religious duties. And repentance was not simply to say that you were sorry, but to stop doing what was wrong and start doing what was right. God looked for man to be holy in the little things in life, not just in the big things. By the way, God is still looking for those same things today.
The people of Israel at the time of Ezekiel were confident that they were holy in the big things. But they were not, and they were not holy in the little thing, either. And they were blaming God for their troubles and calling Him unjust in troubling them for what they thought were the sins of their fathers. They were completely unaware of their own sins. They saw their world falling apart, and felt cheated, and blamed God. That is something we might be tempted with these days.

We see a world falling apart around us. Our nation is slipping into socialism and heathenism. The way our leaders are dealing with things, it appears that God no longer has any right to be in our parliaments. It hasn’t always been that way, well, not as bad as it is today anyway. We remember the highlights of the good times that we have known and wonder what we have done to deserve the collapse that appears to be overtaking us. We can look around at others, and sometimes we can imagine that maybe they have earned this, but surely we have not. We have a sense that somehow we deserve something better. Even if we don’t say it, our thoughts along this line accuse God of being unjust with us. ‘The behaviour of the Lord is not fair.’ What have we done to deserve this? Well, says God, Please listen, you family of Israel! Is My behaviour not fair? Are not the ways you behave the ones that are not fair?”
Do we really want what we deserve? I don’t think so. You see, we often develop the expectation that we are going to enjoy good times and great abundance. But let’s be honest - we don’t really deserve that. We deserve the judgment of God because we, too, have sinned. You know your sins, and I know mine. We want better than we deserve. So God says: “Repent, and turn away from all your rebellious acts, so that sin may not cause your downfall. Cast away from you all your rebellious acts, which you have been committing! Make yourselves new hearts and new spirits. Why should you die, O family of Israel? For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies,” declares the Lord GOD. “Therefore repent, and live!”

Do we deserve what is going on around us any more than any other people of any other time? No. We did not deserve the abundance of good that we have known, and we do not deserve the troubles more than any other people of any other time - or any less. God has given us great blessings and we have taken them for our own, and claimed the right to enjoy life and live well. We have better medicine than any other generation, but we complain about its shortcomings. We have a wider variety of food than at any other time in history - and far greater than the kings of old - and we complain about its price, and we settle for fast-food and junk food. We live in the most comfortable time in history and do less actual work than any people on earth and we complain about how hard life is. We’re always tired!
But worst of all, we live in a land of religious freedom, and yet, as a people, our churches are abandoned and avoided and where they exist, people have demanded that they become places of entertainment instead of places of worship - places of hilarity instead of sanctuaries of holiness. And, we who have not surrendered to the spirit of our age are given the high and holy calling of being a light in this darkness, and confessing Christ where His name is no longer welcome, and we find that uncomfortable. But I say again, do we want what we deserve?

No. And, praise be to God, we don’t get what we deserve. We hear the Word of God. We hear the word of grace, repent, and live! We have the wonderful news that God the Father has loved us with the sort of love that caused Him to send His Son to die for us, paying for our sins and receiving what we deserve, so that we might be forgiven, and receive so much more that we deserve, namely, the forgiveness of sins, life everlasting and salvation. We have, in Jesus Christ, the promise of the Word of God through Ezekiel - that life which God gives to the sincere and repentant sinner. It is the life which Jesus won and pours out on the sinner, a life received by the one the Holy Spirit has taught repentance and faith.

In other words, we have the holy and precious Gospel. Our sins are forgiven. God loves us and is watching over us. When this life is done, we have just begun, and we shall live forever with Him. One day we shall rise from our graves and take command of these bodies again - only they will be transformed and outfitted for everlasting life, and we shall live before Him in glory and peace and joy world without end.

So, look at your life, and see it as it is, richly blessed by God, and yet polluted by your sins - and, knowing the love of God in Jesus Christ, Repent, and live. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
PRAYER FOR THE FIFTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Lord our God, we rejoice to stand in Your presence and to come before You in prayer, praise, and thanks through Your Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ.  We thank You for showing us Your power and glory in this vast universe, and for enabling us to see Your majesty and might in the creation around us.  We praise You for filling the earth with life and goodness, and for renewing it continually according to Your laws.  Help us to harvest the fruit of honest effort, to find joy in the coming of each new day, and to rest in the peace of each night.


Above all else, we thank You for the gift of Your only Son Jesus Christ, and for revealing Yourself and Your saving love to us through Him.  We praise You for His holy life of true manhood, for His innocent sufferings and death on our behalf, and for His glorious resurrection to eternal life, so that, through Him, we have the forgiveness of our sins, the power to conquer all evil, and the sure gift of eternal life.  Bring us finally to the everlasting kingdom that You have promised us through Your Son.


Heavenly Father, we thank You for the gift of Your Word to be the lamp to light our path through life.  Give us Your Spirit that we may listen to Your Word with eager understanding.  Enrich our lives with the endurance and the encouragement that the Scriptures give, and fill us with hope, now and for ever.  Lead us by the Spirit, so that we may not conform to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of our minds.  Teach us to ignore the desires of our sinful natures.  Give us confidence that there is wisdom in Your commandments, and grant that we make take delight in them.  Fill our lives with the Spirit’s fruit of love, joy, peace, humility, patience, goodness, and faithfulness.


We pray for Your Church.  Rule and direct it to accomplish Your purposes and plans.  Defend it against all error and doubt, and keep it in the truth.  Make it alive by Your grace, that it may seek to praise You in every good work.


Uphold all leaders in our land.  Help them to know and follow Your will, so that they may maintain law and order with firmness and love, and so that we may live in peace and quietness, and serve You without hindrance.


Bless our homes.  Guide all parents that Your Word and will may have pride of place in their lives.  Help the young to live in the light of Your Word and to know the happiness of a life of faith and purity.


We pray for all who are facing hardship, sickness, suffering, and danger.  Fill their lives with Your grace, and hold before them the perfect peace of Christ.


These prayers, and all our unspoken desires, and anything else we should have asked of Your mercy, give us for the sake of Your Son, our Saviour, Jesus Christ, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.

Page | 2 


