
Sermon for Sunday, November 19, 2017
Thanksgiving Sunday

Sermon Texts:
Joshua 24: 1-3a, 14-25

Matthew 25: 1-13

I Thessalonians 4: 13-18

Sermon Title:
“Hope with a Straight Face”

Sermon Topic:
Look to the future, not to the past

Sermon Purpose:  To teach the people of the Christian understanding of death and resurrection, and the place baptism takes in our journey.

......................................................................

Sermon Prayer:
Holy God, enable us to move from sentiment to service, from fear to the fortitude we have with the Spirit’s indwelling.  Make it possible for us to live boldly in faith and yet remain humble in reverent obedience.  In Jesus’ precious name, we pray.  Amen.
Have you ever noticed how often we tend to make decisions based on hope?  How many people have ever studied the faces of people who hope?  I mean, for example, we buy a new computer and we hope this operating system will work better (and faster) than the last one?  Then we discover the new operating system has too many bugs in it and we can’t do what we want.  
We elect leaders and we hope they can do the job.  
We receive members into the life of the congregation and we hope they will live up to their responsibilities.  
We baptize babies (and adults) and we hope they will one day take their place alongside us in service to Christ’s Kingdom.

Now, I have to admit there are times when we might take certain actions (and make certain decisions) still holding on to some doubts or questions.  There may be times when we know a young couple has decided to join the church just to have their baby baptized, and we don’t expect to see them again.  We extend a call to a new pastor and we wonder if this person will make too many changes in our ministry for us to accept.

Have you ever looked in the mirror to see what you look like when you ask yourself those questions?  Do you have a smirk on your face?  Are you showing possible disgust?  Or, do you have the true look of hope?  Is there any sign of joy, or are you straight-faced, as if nothing has changed?

The scriptures for this morning call to mind various instances where hope has been provided.  The Israelites are called into a new land and are called upon to abide by old standards of law and of life.  They have endured the hardships of Egyptian slavery and look forward to returning to their old life, when they could worship their own God and make their own rules.  There was joy in their lives as they held to that hope in their response to Joshua.

The parable Jesus taught was to enlighten the descendants of those Israelites as he promised God’s judgment would come.  He couldn’t say exactly when, but that time would come and all those who were ready would enter into a glorious wedding feast as guests of a living and loving host.  Entering into this new life was to be a joyous occasion with plenty of light and hope and peace.  There was to be no more darkness and despair, no more menace and misery.

The people at Thessalonica weren’t afraid of death, but they were concerned about those who had died before the Lord’s return.  They had fond memories of their loved ones, and they were afraid the souls of those people would be lost.

Paul explained to the people that the Lord called all who believed.  That included those who were dead and those still living.  Both groups of believers – the dead and the living – will be raised to the heavens to be together with the Lord for all time.
This message gave the Thessalonians hope and assurance.  They were secure again in their faith.  They questioned because they were still young and unable to understand.  They had waited for the Lord, but – as yet - He hadn’t come.  What was to happen to them?  Seeing no reason to hold to their faith, they started to revert to their old ways.  News of this reached Paul, and he sent this message to strengthen them.  And it worked!

Now they went about their tasks with greater enthusiasm.  They worshipped and witnessed without dread of being killed for their convictions.  Death no longer prevented them from experiencing God’s love, their redemption through Christ, and their call to a better tomorrow at Christ’s return.

Today, we have memories of things and people who have touched our lives, and then have been called away.  It’s a wonderful thing to remember because through this, we learn.  However, we must build hope for a better tomorrow and a final union with Christ in the Kingdom of Heaven.  

That hope is expressed in every child we baptize and welcome into the family of faith.  That hope is rejuvenated every time we elect a leader.  That hope is alive in us every time we repeat the creeds of old and stand with those who have gone before us as a continuum of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.

Friends, there is work to be done.  In that work, there is hope.  That hope is fed by belief.  And that belief is that Jesus died for our sins and rose, again, to free us from the power of death, so we could look to a better tomorrow.  Because of this, we can have hope in our hearts and can do it with a straight face, assured of who we are and whose we are.

Let us pray:

Gracious Father, Who has called us to be the Children of God, we are assured by the Scriptures that life and responsibilities continue.  Our duty is to do the work of Christ on earth, being supported by His Spirit and guided by your hand.  Remind us of our calling, God.  Help us to learn that our faith requires us to do things.  Your love throws us into the breach of confrontation, rather than hiding us in a shell - where witness cannot be made and people’s lives cannot be changed.  We pray, now, for assurance that we may continue to do your Will until the trumpet sounds and the call is given, and we reach our final rest – united with Christ in the Heavens.  In His name, we pray.  Amen.
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