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The Baptism of Our Lord ~ Series C ~ January 7, 2007

God First


The text for today is Matthew 22:37-38: Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’  This is the first and greatest commandment.”  Here ends the text.

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

This morning we begin our three-Sunday sermon series called “Firstfruits Living and Giving.”  It is fitting that we begin this series with the theme “God First.”  If God is not first in our lives, we will find it impossible to practice firstfruits living and giving.  What we love, Whom we love, will determine how faithful we are in firstfruits living and giving.  

In 2 Corinthians, Paul wrote “they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability… they gave themselves first to the Lord and then to us in keeping with God’s will” (8:3,5).  

Here, we have a model of firstfruits living and giving.  We give ourselves first to God.  As our text commands, we love Him with all our heart and soul and mind.  But it’s easier said than done, isn’t it?

A young man sat in the pastor’s office, a handsome young man, a young man who had lots of life still ahead of him, but also a very troubled young man.  “I don’t get it,” he said, “everything seems to be going wrong in my life.  It doesn’t seem to be happening to everybody else; why does it always happen to me?”

The pastor said, “Well, I think it’s something like this.  Let’s assume that you just bought a brand new car.  You like this car, you like driving this new car, and the car looks beautiful.  It’s so bright and shiny, it runs so well, the motor works just perfectly, and it’s very comfortable.  It has lots of horsepower and all the bells and whistles and gadgets and everything else.

“If you open the glove compartment in the car, you’ll find a manual.  The manual has instructions on operating the car and taking care of it—rules about how you should look after it.  Now, you can choose to ignore the manual, you could put it back, and you could just put gas in the car and drive it until the wheels fall off.  You can say, ‘Oh, I don’t need that manual.  It’s my car, and I’ll do with it whatever I want.’  But, if that’s what you did, it wouldn’t be too surprising if problems occur with your car when you don’t get the oil changed or have regular maintenance checks, would it?”

Grudgingly, the young man had to admit that the pastor had a point.

The pastor continued, “Well, your life is similar to that car.  God created you; He’s your creator and designer.  Like the automobile manufacturer knows what’s best for your car, God knows what’s best for you.  He’s given you a manual to follow so that you can get the most mileage out of life that you possibly can.  

“But He doesn’t have to look at us too closely to see that, in many ways, we are still people trying to go our own ways.  We want to ignore the manual and chase after things—things that break down, things that rust, things that are easily destroyed, or lost, or disappear.  Instead of loving God with our hearts and souls and minds, instead of giving ourselves first to Him, we focus on ourselves and on our attempts to get what we want.  

“In spite of our selfishness, God is still willing to love us and accept us for the sake of His Son.  But because He loves us, He is not willing to leave us in that empty state.  He wants us to have the very best.  As Jesus said, ‘I have come that [you] may have life and have it to the full’ (John 10:10).  He wants to give us everything He has—a life of peace, a life of joy, and a life of fulfillment instead of emptiness.  His desire for us is joy instead of sadness, a life of forgiveness instead of resentment or bitterness, a life of security instead of insecurity, a life that has eternal values rather than just temporary values,

“Unfortunately, we don’t always want that, so we don’t allow God to have first place in our lives.  We’d rather be in charge of our own lives, thank You!  We’ll determine what’s best for us, and that’s the way we’ll live our lives.  If we want God to be part of our lives, that’s our choice.  If we want something of God, maybe just a little bit, that’s O.K., but not too much God, mind you, because we don’t want God to crowd out our lifestyles in any way.”

Because of our spiritual blindness, we often are unable to see that everything will fail to bring satisfaction to us apart from God.  It’s only God Himself Who can satisfy.  Sometimes we have to learn that through very hard, very difficult lessons, in painful ways.  Often it is not until we’re at the bottom that we realize that God is the answer.  We think that our lives are good, and, most of the time, we don’t have a clue how empty and unfulfilled we really are without Him.  We’re so busy with all the things in life that God gets crowded out.

When we do look for meaning and purpose in our lives, we often tend to look in the wrong places, in the wrong directions.  We seek to change the externals.  Maybe we just need a better job, a different place to live, some new toys in our lives, maybe even a new husband or wife, a new family.

Somehow we don’t get it.  We don’t understand that we’ve been created by God to glorify Him, to serve Him, to have fellowship with Him.  God is the only answer to all things in life.  He is the answer to our confusion and our emptiness.  Jesus said in Matthew 11, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest.  In John 10:10, He says, “I have come that you may have life and have it to the full.”

You see, God created us for fellowship with Him, to be loved by Him, and to love others, to be served by Him, and to serve those around us.  That fellowship is intended by God to be a relationship with Him, but it was destroyed by sin.

Sin brings darkness—darkness to our souls.  It brings regret.  It brings guilt.  It brings shame.  It hurts us and gets in the way of our relationships with God and with one another.  We see that in our family lives.  Families are broken down.  We see issues in our lives that we have difficulty dealing with—personal finances, health problems, harmful habits and addictions, and who knows what else.  

All kinds of barriers get in the way of our relationship with God.  Our thinking becomes distorted.  It is self-centered rather than God-centered.  Our tongues get us in all kinds of trouble for the words that they say.  Our actions are often contrary to serving God and serving one another.  

When we’re filled with ourselves, there is no room for God in our lives.  Because we refuse to give ourselves first to God, we suffer, and God is grieved.  Instead of practicing firstfruits living and giving, we hoard our gifts—to our own detriment and to the detriment of the Church.

Of course, our world encourages us to be filled with ourselves.  You should look after yourself; take care of yourself first—after all, you’re #1!  You should do whatever you want to do!  Rather than trust in the Lord, we are urged to be self-confident, self-sufficient!  Be independent and do your own thing! 

Well, when we do that apart from God, we shut Him out of our lives.  Because of our self-centeredness, we keep all of our firstfruits for ourselves, and we share little or nothing.  Then we open the door for lots of emptiness and unhappiness.  When we keep everything for ourselves, we don’t experience the joy that accompanies giving.  

In addition, the world around us tries to draw our attention away from God.  We are easily choked by all the cares and pleasures of this world.  Sometimes we’re consumed by what somebody else has.  That’s called coveting!  We covet our neighbor’s lifestyles, their houses, or their cars.  Because we are never satisfied, we want what our neighbors have for ourselves.  

For all of this, we must repent!

But being willing to confess our sins is never easy.  We’re afraid of what’s going to happen if we do that.  It might mean losing a friend, maybe even someone to whom we’re very close.  Others might find out that we’re not as perfect as we claim to be or pretend to be.  Maybe our families aren’t as good as they look.

We don’t want others to find out about the messes in our lives, about the fact that we ourselves or someone else in our families may not be speaking to one another and that our behavior is not acceptable in God’s sight.  There are unplanned pregnancies and affairs and financial losses and calls from the police department and job terminations and personal failures and on and on.

Unfortunately, when confronted with our sin, we have the tendency to deny any responsibility.  We can always find some reason to justify it.  “Lord, it was this person over here,” or “Well, if she wouldn’t have said this or done that, then I wouldn’t have reacted the way I did.”  We find it so hard to admit when we’ve done wrong.

A wise man, an elderly church member, once asked his pastor, “Which three words are the most difficult words to say in the English language?”

The pastor tried to come up with some tongue twisters, but none of them was the right answer.  Finally, he asked the man:  “Okay, so what are the three most difficult words to say in the English language?”

The man replied, “I was wrong.”

“I was wrong.”  Very difficult words to say, indeed!  The truth is we all want to deny all responsibilities.  We hide, and we blame someone else.  This game is as old as Adam and Eve.  When God confronted Adam and Eve, Adam first blamed Even and then God Himself.  “God,” he said. “it’s your fault because You sent this woman into my life.”  Then, of course, Eve blamed the serpent, and we continue to blame one another.

No, to confess our sin is not easy.  In fact, it’s risky.  We risk acknowledging openly that we were wrong.  We risk being changed.  We risk putting God first and allowing Him to take control.  It takes a lot of trust.  A child who trusts the love of his parents is far more likely to confess his wrongs, his sins.

As we think about confessing our sins, we must remember that we can go to our heavenly Father.  We can trust Him.  He loves us in spite of our sins.  In fact, Romans 5:8 tells us that “while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  

God’s love overcomes all of our fears of rejection and punishment.  His love is there for us always.  His love is proven by the death of His Son on the cross.  Because of His great love for us, we can trust Him no matter what.  We can trust Him for forgiveness, for new life, for salvation.  Never in Scripture do we find our Father withholding forgiveness from the repentant sinner.

What we hear from Jesus is, “Neither do I condemn you.  Go now and leave your life of sin (John 8:11).  Where you’ve failed to love the Lord with all of your heart and with all your soul and all of your mind, I have, even to the point of death.  On the cross, I paid for your failures and selfishness and credited you with my perfect obedience and self-sacrifice.”

That’s where our restoration begins—our new relationship with God in Christ Jesus.  This relationship opens the door to wholeness and hope.  It opens the door to a new life of encouragement and freedom and happiness.  Through a relationship with God through His Son, we leave our lives of sin and are enabled to practice firstfruits living and giving.

In Baptism, the Holy Spirit works faith and creates in us new spiritual life with the power to overcome sin and live godly lives.  In the Lord’s Supper, Christ feeds us His very body and blood for the forgiveness of sins and the strengthening of our faith.  God’s Law shows the ways in which we might live according to God’s will, and His Gospel gives us the motivation and power to do so.

Because of God’s grace and love given to us through His Son, we willingly surrender our time, talents, and treasures out of gratitude to Him.  Like the Macedonian Christians, we give ourselves first to God, and He blesses us with the joy that results from firstfruits living and giving.  

Once you were separated from God by your sins, but Jesus’ death at Calvary paid the price for all your sins.  Now you have fellowship with Him—intimacy with Him once and for all.  Now you have purpose for your lives: to have a relationship with Him, to love Him and serve Him, to give yourself and the best of your blessings, and to enjoy fellowship with Him.  Now you have the power to put God first in your life.  You can love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. 

All this is certain and true, because for Christ’s sake: you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

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

