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Pentecost 13 ~ Series B ~ September 3, 2006

Making the Most of Every Opportunity

The text for today’s message is from our Epistle lesson, Ephesians 5:15-20, which has already been read.  

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

Peter Mueller tells the following story: The voice came from behind the stall in the men’s room: “So what about the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit?”

I chuckled to find myself in such a significant conversation while standing in a public rest room.  Yet I finished drying my hands and stood outside the stall and answered toward the metal partition in from of me.  “Well, that’s the one sin in the Bible that God talks about which won’t be forgiven,” I replied.  “It’s amazing to think that God will forgive any sin we could commit, except for the sin of persistently shutting out the work of the Holy Spirit.  But when you think about it, you’re shutting out the very One who is able to bring you to faith…”  

I still shake my head and smile when I think about that conversation.  I have come to recognize that God works through common encounters.  But how common can you get?  Shouldn’t there be a certain degree of dignity to our conversations about the divine?  

Then I think back to Jesus’ conversations with the men that He was crucified with.  Criminals.  Hanging together on gore-stained trees.  Mixture of sweat and spittle, buzzing flies.  How much dignity could possibly be preserved in such a scene.  But Jesus used the moment to invite one more into the Kingdom.

I have always loved the passage from Colossians in which Paul says, “Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful.  And pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ” (Colossians 4:2-3).

I remember seeing that passage for the first time when I was in the Phoenix headquarters of the relief organization, Food for the Hungry.  They had printed this verse onto business cards, which were available at the front desk.  The passage struck me so deeply that I picked up a card and carried it around in my wallet for the next couple of years.  “Pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message.”  Little did I know that the “door” Paul was speaking of, would on this day be attached to the stall of a men’s room.  But such is the unpredictable nature of the Gospel.  Such is the creative delight of a Father who loves His children.

And so I continue to look for opportunities to encounter “the eternal moment,” regardless of unusual circumstances.  I continue to pray for Eric, the one whom God led across my path on that particular day.  It seemed like a normal trip to the bathroom.  But then God began to open a door.

Eric started the conversation.  Here we go, I thought.  I got a talker.  But he didn’t talk about the St. Louis Cardinals.  He didn’t comment on the high humidity.  He didn’t share his views on the upcoming election.  Instead, he brought up a question.  A conversation-starter.  But somehow that question led to a discussion of spiritual things.

Now, don’t ask me what I did to set the right climate for this discussion.  It was God’s timing, not mine.  But I immediately sensed that the Holy Spirit was at work in this conversation.  So I silently whispered a prayer asking forgiveness for my impatience and apathy.  I prayed for an opportunity.  I came out of my self-absorbed world and prepared for an eternal encounter.

I discovered quickly that this young man was well-schooled in matters of religion.  He had been raised in a Roman Catholic church and had attended a Catholic school, although he was not currently involved in any church.  He was familiar with fairly advanced Christian teachings.  (How many people have questioned you lately about the biblical doctrine of sinning against the Holy Spirit?)  He showed interest in life and death, in God and the church.  Yet he had a lot of questions.  His cousin had died recently and that had started him thinking.  In fact, it had been troubling him.  His cousin was only 43 when he died, and Eric had attended the funeral at an evangelical Christian church.  The pastor had said some things during the funeral service which made him think.  He was thinking still.

“I’ve got a lot of questions,” he said again.

We talked some more, but our conversation had to end all too soon.  “My name’s Eric,” he said.  “I’m Pete,” I said.  We shook hands.  “Keep asking questions,” I said as he walked out of the room.  And, uncannily, it was only a couple of hours later that I ran into him again (thankfully, with a change of location).  “Hey, Pete,” he said, as if we had grown up together.  “Hey, Eric,” I said.  And so the conversation continued where it had left off.

I would call Eric an educated seeker.  He would probably call himself confused.  He has a lot of information, but he hasn’t quite made sense of it all.  His mind continues to probe, to question, to poke at the Infinite.  I’m not sure where Eric is today.  And I’m not sure if he has saving faith or not.  But God hasn’t asked me to pick out the saved from the unsaved.  That’s His job, not mine.  He has simply told me to be faithful.  He has asked me to stand as a clear witness to the person and work of Jesus Christ.  

St. Paul writes in our text, “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16).

In order to win those who are outside the church, Christians are to be very prudent in all our actions and speech.  We are to live not as fools but as wise.  We are not to drift along without forethought and plan, but to give serious thought upon the ways and means by which we may help to build the Kingdom of God and advance the cause of Christ.

We are to make the most of every opportunity to approach those who do not yet know Christ as their Lord and Savior, to get a hearing for the Gospel, or to accomplish some good work for our Lord.  The time may not always seem favorable or convenient, but it is of utmost importance to make the most of every opportunity to share the Gospel.

Because the days are evil, Christians are not to become foolish.  We are not to allow anything to cloud our minds, but to think carefully about exactly what, at this time, in this place, may be the Lord’s will.  All this is important for all circumstances, but especially in relation to our behavior or conduct toward non-Christians with whom we live or come in contact.

Once again in this week’s text, we have a struggle between our old and new natures, between sinner and saint, the wise and the fool.  In Christ, we are wise.  Yet often we tend to give in to the temptations in these evil days and drift toward unwise living.  The unwise let time fritter away, concerning only selfish personal interests.  They do not give careful attention to how they live.  But as wise ones, we make the most of the opportunities that God lays before us.  

Yes, we live in the devil’s time, where he is free to roam the earth and wreak havoc and destruction.  We battle with the ways of the world and wrestle with our own sinful nature.  But Christ Jesus “gave Himself for our sins, to rescue us from this present evil age” (Galatians 1:4).  Baptized into His death and resurrection, we receive the rescue from sin, death, and the power of the devil that Christ won for us on the cross.  We have a new life no longer focused merely on ourselves, but on Christ in which the possibilities of serving Him are many.  

So we make the most of every opportunity.  St. Paul encourages us to “be filled with the Holy Spirit.”  Note that this verb is passive; it is not something we do, but is done for us.  Being filled with the Holy Spirit is God’s gift!  As Christians hear and read God’s holy Word, and receive the Holy Absolution and Christ’s body and blood in the Lord’s Supper, we are filled with the Holy Spirit.  What a great comfort that is for us!  Living as wise ones is not something in which we are left to ourselves to do.  Rather, in Christ we are given the means by which God keeps us in the one true faith—His Holy Spirit.  

The Holy Spirit is the impelling, directing power of our Christian life.  It is the Holy Spirit living in us who gives us the power, ability, and willingness to walk in the light, to avoid—and even confront—the works of darkness, and to seek to know God’s will.  The Holy Spirit motivates and enables us to make the most of every opportunity to share the Good News of Jesus Christ.


You see… Eric is not the only one who is searching for the truth.  People like Eric walk in and out of our lives every day.  A search for the spiritual seems to have taken on a new urgency.  The next time you walk though the mall, look for items which have spiritual themes.  Calendars on Psalms.  Angels everywhere.  Countless books on spirituality, providing worldly advice on how to find inner peace.  Hallmark creates and displays cards with comforting messages from a God that anyone could come to like.


Many people of today are struggling to synthesize a religion that makes sense to them.  But they are the first generation in America’s history, which is not using Christianity as a starting point.  Instead, the majority of them are creating a belief system based on secularism and New Age.  Throw in a little Catholicism and Mormonism.  Add some Protestantism and sprinkle a little Islam on top.  Call this Christianity, because we’re a Christian nation, right?  It all makes sense and all hangs together fairly well.  But it’s a far cry from biblical Christianity.


At first glance, we might become discouraged.  But take a closer look at the world around you.  Think then of Jesus’ words to His disciples: “I tell you, open your eyes and look at the fields!  They are ripe for the harvest” (John 4:35). 


We have an incredible opportunity before us.  Consider, for example, those who are creating their own religion.  Although they are starting from a non-Christian base, the important thing is that they are interested in spiritual things.  Thank God they are searching!


Yet we must remember that the harvest doesn’t just happen.  In 6,000 years, I don’t believe a field ever harvested itself and put itself into barns.  The present harvest involves us more intimately than we might like to think.  There’s no automated farm machinery here.  This harvest is personal and “hands-on.”  

Remember how in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus talked to His disciples about this very thing.  He said, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.  Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into His harvest field” (Matthew 9:37b-38).  And Jesus’ very next action was to send them out.  They were to communicate the message: “The kingdom of heaven is near,” both through what they said and by what they did.


So, how does God prepare the workers for the harvest?  How does He bring us to the point where we willingly step out into the fields?  I believe that He starts at the cross of Calvary.  God has given up everything for the sake of those whom He loves.  The King cancels the enormous debt the servants owe Him.  He writes the letters P-A-I-D across the details of our ledger sheet, not with black ink, but with scarlet red letters, scrawled out in blood.  The blood of His own Son.


We read in 1 Peter 3:18, “For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”  The unrighteous have nothing to offer.  They merely receive the gift from the Righteous One.  Any understanding of our actions to reach others must, therefore, begin at the cross.  Our lives are lived in gratitude to the King of Righteousness.  

But it is easy to grow numb to this reality over time.  Life on earth seems far removed from the reality of Calvary.  Images of God on the throne being worshipped by thousands upon thousands become blurry as we read the newspaper and watch television.  But God is on the throne.  And He continually uses everyday events to work out the impact of this truth in the lives of His people.


Peter Mueller tells how this became a personal reality in his own life:  I think back to a weekend mission trip that I took to Mexico a couple of years ago.  God used the relationships and activities which took place over three days to help me walk past my own self-absorption and into the waiting fields.


A group from our church had been organized to help out in the little town of Immuris for a couple of days.  Before we piled into vans for the trek across the border, each of the 30 participants was asked to memorize the hymn, “Lord of the Living Harvest.”  This rote memorization seemed a waste of time when we first began, but it was part of our covenant together—one element of our spiritual journey.  Our physical journey involved constructing buildings and spending time with 60 little children who lived together in an orphanage.


As God would have it, the words of that hymn worked their way through our lives as we spent the next days together.  They were behind our eyes as we mixed load after load of cement in wheelbarrows, using shovels and hoes.  They were behind our smiles as we competed with seven-year-olds to balance on 50-gallon barrels.  The words came up from our throats as we worshiped God together with our new friends.  By the time the trip was over, those words meant more to us than I can describe… I will never again see God’s words about “the harvest” in the same way.

 
In Mueller’s story, we get a sense of what St. Paul means, when he tells us in our text: “Be filled with the Spirit.  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.”

In singing together, praying together, and encouraging and comforting one another, Christians build up one another.  To be certain, the true means of building up, the specific means of grace through which the Spirit is given, lives, and operates in us, is the Word of God.  However, spiritual singing is one specific form of the use and application of the divine Word.

In these psalms, hymns, and songs, we praise and glorify the great deeds of God, of which God’s Word speaks—His acts of salvation, done for us by God in Christ, the rich spiritual blessings which Christ has bestowed upon us.  It is exactly this singing of gathered Christians and their prayers and confession which uplift our heart, mind, and soul to God and to Christ and awaken our heart to rejoice in the Lord and His salvation.  Through hymns and songs, our spiritual life is refreshed and we are filled with the Spirit.

Such singing fills our hearts and re-echoes even after the singing together has ended.  As Christians, we have abundant cause to sing, to rejoice, and to thank God from the bottom of our hearts because of the rich grace which shines upon and brightens our whole lives.  Moreover, we have sufficient cause, as verse 20 reminds us, always to thank God our Father, for everything—for daily benefits and care, for great things and for small things, for fatherly guidance, also for the days of trials and tribulations, which certainly also work together for our good.

These offerings of gratitude, we bring to God in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, who has earned all this for us and through whom all this is given us.  Wherever this praise and thanksgiving is found, there peace and joy in the Holy Spirit fill our soul.  And this joy in the Lord, is the power that enables the Christians to do all things right.  Such things provide the motivation for making the most of the opportunities that God places before us.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
