SALVATION NOT BASED ON FEELINGS

Sermon for the 3rd Sunday of Easter, 2011

Acts 2:14a, 36-41

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 1st reading from before, Acts 2:14a, 36-41: Acts 2:14a, 36-41

14a Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice, and addressed them: …

36 “Therefore all the people of Israel should know for certain that God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, Lord, and Christ!”

37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart. They asked Peter and the rest of the apostles, “Brethren, what are we to do?”

38 Peter answered them: “Repent, and let every one of you be baptised, in the name of Jesus Christ, for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For this promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far away, all whom the Lord, our God, calls.”

40 With many other words he testified to them by argument. He urged them, “Be saved from this crooked kind of people!”

41 Those who received what he said were baptised; and that day about three thousand persons were added.

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

It seems today that the churches growing the most are those who are very liberal in their theology, and Pentecostal in their worship services. These churches are often full of young people who are energetic; there will be loud music, and a very charismatic pastor leading them from the front, up on the stage. 

If you go to one of these Pentecostal services you will hear that loud music and people will be waving arms everywhere, singing praises to God. Well, that’s okay isn’t it? It seems to be to be working - those churches are full to overflowing in some cases. Maybe we ought to take a leaf out of their books; after all, wouldn’t it be good to increase our membership. I don’t think so. Not that way anyway.
So what is it that makes these Pentecostal churches so attractive? Isn’t God’s Word also spoken at those services? Yes it is, and there are some who attend who do have a true and genuine faith, and have been saved for eternity. But let’s take a close look at these services. Such things as corporate confession of sin are not usually part of the service. No creed is spoken. There is no sacrament of Christ’s body and blood given in with an under bread and wine, and if the sacrament is offered, it usually open for young and old, and is only grape juice and a cracker. While valid baptisms are indeed performed, yet infant baptism is definitely not practiced. This is because of the belief that infants are not counted in those words of Christ to His disciples to “go and baptise all nations,” (Matt. 28) because infants are not yet mature enough to make a decision for Christ (we’ll talk more about that later). People will quite often come forward and make some kind of testimony of their faith. They will talk about how they gave their life to Jesus, how they accepted Him into their lives, how they made the decision to follow Him. You see, in a nutshell, Pentecostal churches quite often base their theology on emotions. Your faith depends on how good you feel. The better you feel, the closer you are to God, and having a charismatic pastor and loud music will help you to do that. O, and by the way, no Law is preached, only Gospel. After all, who wants to be reminded of their sin, or how much they have offended God. God loves you just the way you are, so we won’t remind you of your sinful human nature.
The text before us today is the closing section of Peter’s sermon to the crowd, on the day of Pentecost. Peter was the spokesman for the other apostles and in fact, the work of Peter is the focus of the first 12 chapters of Acts. If you read this sermon of Peter, which of course, was inspired by the Holy Spirit, you will find no such indication that we are to base our faith on our feelings. 
While it is true that “being cut to the heart” is a feeling, a deep one at that, yet this feeling only came after Peter had preached Law to them. It was not their feelings which brought repentance, but the Holy Spirit working through the spoken Word, reminding them of how sinful they had been to the risen Lord. That same kind of feeling of regret and remorse, that true repentance, is hardly, if at all, ever found in a Pentecostal church. 

When Peter reminded the people of their sinfulness, how they had put an innocent Man to death, the crowd asked Peter and the rest of the apostles, “Brethren, what are we to do?” These people heard the Law preached to them, and now because their conscience accused them, Peter did not leave them hanging. He immediately preached the Gospel to them. Peter answered them: “Repent, and let every one of you be baptised, in the name of Jesus Christ, for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” 

Peter did not reply by saying, “Well first of all I am not going to remind you of your sin. I’m going to preach nothing but gospel to you. Then I want you to get yourselves together some kind of a band that will play live and loud music – get them to play something that will make you feel good.” No. Peter said the first thing to do is repent. According to God’s Word, whenever someone repents or turns to the Saviour in faith, it should be understood that the repenting or turning is not something the sinner does by his own power. It is God’s grace that turns him. It effects the changes in his heart and will, so that he turns away from sin and unbelief to Christ, faith, and forgiveness. The early teachers of the Christian church have summarised this in the words: “﻿God makes the unwilling will a willing one.﻿” No one ever has and no one ever will “﻿make a decision for Christ.﻿” In other words, no one can by the exercise of his mind or will-power turn from sin, guilt, and unbelief to faith in the Saviour and salvation through Him.
What Peter told the crowd was very similar to what Paul would later tell the jailer at Philippi. At that time Paul and Silas were in prison, praying and singing hymns to God, (not songs!) All of a sudden the earth shook, the prison doors flew open and the chains became loose around their waists and ankles. The jailer, thinking Paul and Silas had escaped, resorted to kill himself, but Paul stopped him. The jailer﻿ called for lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear he ﻿fell down before Paul and Silas. 30 Then he brought them out and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 31 And they said “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” 32 And they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. 33 And he took them the same hour of the night and washed their wounds; and he was baptised at once, he and all his family (Acts 16:29-33).
Members of a Pentecostal church will talk about the day they accepted the Holy Spirit. They will talk about the time they made the decision to follow Jesus. Dear friends, you have not accepted, but have received the Holy Spirit, and it’s not from some kind of decision you made to allow him into your hearts. You received the Holy Spirit when you were baptised. Often in Pentecostal churches, people will only be baptised after they are able to make a decision for Christ. But God decided before the foundation of the world that He would send His Son to die and rise for you on the cross, and that through your baptism God the Holy Spirit would make His home. I think that for most, if not all of us, this happened when we were still babies. This is completely in agreement with what Jesus told the disciples, and that was to “go into the world and baptise all nations,” (Matthew 28). “All nations” certainly includes babies. Can you ever remember as a baby, making that decision to allow Jesus to come and dwell in your hearts? Not at all! The fact that we are baptised is of great comfort, because it is not dependant on us. God has made us His children and He is never far away from us, no matter how we feel.
Our salvation does not depend on how we feel, and thank the Lord for that, because, if we was to have a bad day or week, we would be left wondering that He must be far away, so the only relief we will have is to try by our actions to draw closer to Him. 
Yet aren’t there times though when it does feel that the Lord is far away. Surely we don’t all have good days, do we? What do we do it such a situation, where are we to find Him? The simple answer is in what Peter said. Peter preached the Word, told the people to repent and be baptised. That’s where we find our Lord. 
What are we doing here today? Sure, we have been baptised already, but we confess our sins, we hear the Word of God, and if it is a Holy Communion Sunday, we receive the Lord Himself through bread and wine. If any of you feel the brunt of your sins, don’t go trying to find relief through your feelings, but come where the Lord offers Himself for you. Through Word and Sacrament. That is how Christ works.
Finally, Christ still calls on all people to repent and be baptised. Those who received what Peter said were baptised; and that day about three thousand persons were added. That is our job today, to preach the Word of God, call people to repentance, and baptise. As a church we do not need to go down the path of being “happy clappy,” stirring up emotions. No, God works through means, and they are means that are outside of us. They are His means. We don’t know, but maybe the Lord has plans through our preaching to add another 3000 persons to salvation, or maybe only another 3. But do not worry, because if we continue to gather around Word and Sacrament, if we confess our sins and do not rely on our feelings, then the Lord will continue to be with us. Let us therefore urge people to repent and be baptised in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
The peace of the God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
PRAYER FOR THE THIRD SUNDAY OF EASTER


Almighty God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, You have sent Your Son into the world, not to be served, but to serve and to give His life to redeem all people. After He had offered His life as the one sacrifice for all sins for ever, You raised Him from the dead by Your glorious power. Give us a living faith in Him, so that we may possess the sure hope of eternal life through Him. We thank You for all Your kindness in our lives. Do not let us forget that every good gift comes from You.


We thank You for taking away the darkness of our minds and spirits, and for revealing to us Your Word of truth in Jesus Christ. Pour out Your Spirit on us, that He may keep us spiritually alive through Your Word in our hearts. Give us deeper understanding of Your truth, and of Your great love for us.


We thank You for the fellowship of believers that we have in Your church. Protect your church from enemies without, and keep us all in the unity that the Spirit gives. Prevent disunity, party spirit, and discord from giving Satan a foothold among us. Keep us all in Christ Jesus by faith and joyful obedience, and in loyalty to Your infallible Word. Shower Your blessings upon Your Church everywhere, and give it success in all Your work.


Give us opportunities to tell the Gospel to others who need to hear it, and give us the wisdom and the courage to use them. Enable us to draw people into Your Word, through which Your Spirit works faith, and fill us with the message of Jesus’ resurrection and the ability to tell it forth.


We thank You for giving us Christian homes. Surround every family with the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, that love, peace, forgiveness, comfort, joy, and moral purity may fill our lives.


We thank You, Lord, for the blessings we enjoy in our rich land. Defend it, both within and without, from all who would harm it by sin, undermine it by strife and rebellion, or destroy it by war.


We thank You, O Father, for the gifts of our daily bread, for health and healing, education and social joys, friends and companions, and all the beauties and wonders of Your creation. Give us weather that is appropriate for our needs. Alongside all the blessings that you give us daily and richly, give us, as well, joyful and thankful hearts, and the willingness to use what You give us to serve You.


We commend to Your gracious care those among us who are ill, lonely, or depressed. Comfort them with the good news of their redemption and the hope of life eternal through Jesus’ sacrificial death and glorious resurrection.


Surround us with Your love, and finally receive us into perfect, unbroken fellowship with You and our Saviour Jesus Christ. Hear the prayers we bring You in His precious name. Amen.

