September 4, 2005
Ezekiel 33:7-9
16th Sunday


Romans 13:8-10
after Pentecost (A)


The Christian’s Calling

Hymns:
TLH #258 “Lord of Our Life and God of Our Salvation”
#496 “Hark! The Voice of Jesus Crying”
#492 “Lord of the Living Harvest”
(#313 “O Lord, We Praise Thee”
#309 “O Jesus, Blessed Lord, to Thee”)
#54 “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah”

1.
God tells Ezekiel in our text, “I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel”  (Ezekiel 33:7).  What does it mean to be a watchman?  Picture in your mind an ancient castle fortress.  Thick walls.  Turrets on the corners.  Walkway connecting the turrets along the top of the walls.  Who’s using the walkway?  The watchmen.  The job of the watchman is to warn those inside the castle of impending danger.  That’s what God is calling Ezekiel to do in our text.  Warn God’s people about the impending danger coming upon them.  How do you warn people?  You carry the message about the doom.  What message is carried?  What does God tell Ezekiel to carry to the children of Israel?

2.
Ezekiel’s told to carry a message of repentance.  This message is harsh.  I mean, you don’t get much more harsh than “O wicked man, you will surely die” (Ezekiel 33:8).  However, the consequences are also great if the message is not carried.  God tells Ezekiel that Ezekiel himself will be responsible for Israel’s punishment in Hell if they don’t receive the message of repentance.  How true it is today!  We live in a society where many things are not as God would have them to be.  The world needs to be told that they are living in disregard to God’s will for their lives.  Everyone needs to be told that everything we do outside of Christ’s forgiveness is just one more payment on a one-way ticket to Hell.  Granted many of them will not listen.  But God addresses that situation to Ezekiel by saying, “But if you do warn the wicked man to turn from his ways and he does not do so, he will die for his sin, but you will have saved yourself” (Ezekiel 33:9).  The message of repentance is supposed to be carried to everyone.  Anyone who is not living or doing things in accordance to God’s will should be warned about the impending danger coming towards them from the pits of Hell.  This is everyone.  You, me, the guy down the street.  Everyone.  All too often we find ourselves tied to this world and its pleasures.  We don’t want to leave everything behind to follow God’s Law.  Even as Christians, we need the message of repentance.  Look at our Gospel reading.  Jesus tells us to do this very thing with our fellow Christians.  He even prescribes a hierarchy for orderly delivery and enforcement of the message (Matthew 15:15-17).  For those who listen and are broken by the message of repentance, the next message needs to be carried. 

3.
The next message is the message of Christ.  The message that Jesus Christ—true God and true man—came down from Heaven and was incarnate as a human like us to take away our sins.  He was put to death and executed as a common criminal for you and for me and for everyone else in the world.  His sacrifice makes it so that your sins don’t keep punching that ticket to Hell.  Through Him, you can find forgiveness and eternal life.  Everyone needs to hear this message.  This is the true message that if the world doesn’t understand it will find itself in Hell with no escape.  The message of Christ is both Law and Gospel at the same time.  There are many times where I’ve sat—and I’m sure you’ve sat—in a Good Friday service and the message of Christ just crushed you.  It made you cry for what He did for you.  Maybe not that He did it for you, but because He HAD to do it for you.  He HAD to come down and accomplish what we cannot—the salvation of your soul and mine.  So the message which Ezekiel is given to deliver—both Law and Gospel—both judgment and promise.  The judgment comes upon those who refuse to hear it or proclaim it.  The promise comes upon those who cling to the proclamation and throw themselves upon the mercy of their Creator.  Through His mercy, even though we stumble—even though we fall—even though we boldly and grievously sin, through our Baptism into His Son’s sacrifice, we have the forgiveness of those sins.  Not because He HAS to, but because He wants to.  He loves us.  That’s why we have the message of Christ.

4.
Now there’s a third message that St. Paul talks about which is intertwined with both the message of repentance and the message of Christ.  In fact, without this third message, the other two messages don’t make sense.  This third message is the message of love.  St. Paul writes in our Epistle, “Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the Law” (Romans 13:8).  “He who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the Law.”  Everything in the Law revolves around love.  So it is with the messages we have been given.  We warn people because we love them.  If a tornado is coming to the area where one of your loved ones lives, don’t you try to contact them to make sure they know it’s coming so they can take cover?  We warn them because we love them, right?  What about the message of Christ?  Why did Christ come down from Heaven?  Because He loved us and didn’t want us to spend eternity separated from Him in Hell.  We should love our neighbors because “he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the Law.”  Jesus loved us enough to become like us—taking our humanity into His divinity—and thereby fulfilled the Law.  He fulfilled the Law not only by His sacrifice on the Cross, but by His love for those around Him.  “He who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the Law.”  This message of love needs to be understood as the background and basis for everything we do—especially when delivering the message of repentance and the message of Christ.  It was Christ’s love for us that brought both messages to us.
5.
Now, I’m sure some of you are sitting there in the pews saying, “That’s all well and good, Vicar, but you seem to be doing a good enough job of that here.  We hear the message of repentance and the message of Christ with the message of love here every Sunday.”  And well you do.  However, what is done with it?  Do you think that this job of delivering the messages and being a watchman is only for the pastor?  Do you think that it’s just his job to take care of?  What you pay him for?  Absolutely not.  Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not saying that his job isn’t to preach these messages.  That is part of his job.  However, that avenue is so narrow.  A pastor only comes into contact with so many people during the course of a day or even a week.  He doesn’t have the extensive reach that some of you have.  You work, live and speak with many more people that he may never speak to that need to know what Christ has done for them.  What about them?  Should they be just condemned to Hell because it’s inconvenient?  NO!!!  We as Christians—pastor, layman, Sunday School teacher, what have you—should always be watchmen for those people.  Our Lord charges us with this very task as He tells us, “Therefore whoever confesses Me before men, him I will also confess before My Father who is in Heaven.  But whoever denies Me before men, him I will also deny before My Father who is in Heaven” (Matthew 10:32-33 NKJV).  We are to take the messages of repentance and Christ to those people to warn them of the dangers which are coming toward them from the pit of Hell.  Just like Ezekiel, we must go about the business that God has given us—delivering these messages—within the stations and vocations that He has placed us in.  Think about the victims of Hurricane Katrina.  Most of them have lost everything they own.  Portions of a major American city are still underwater.  Now fires are starting on its waterfront.  It’s an area that needs help.  However, repairing and rebuilding New Orleans isn’t enough.  What about those people who are suffering who don’t know Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior?  What hope do they have?  Only what the government can give them.  What kind of hope is that?  No hope at all really.  Maybe you and I aren’t able to go there and do it ourselves, but we can help.  Many Christian organizations, like Lutheran World Relief and LCMS World Relief, are in the area helping people get the help they need.  Telling them about the Jesus that, even though everything else in their lives is gone, is still with them through everything.  He loves them and is holding them in His hand.  As we sang earlier, “If you cannot be a watchman, Standing high on Zion’s wall, Pointing out the path to heaven, Off’ring life and peace to all, With your prayers and with your bounties You can do what God demands; You can be like faithful Aaron, Holing up the prophet’s hands” (TLH 496.3).  You may not be able to be the watchmen for the people on the Gulf Coast, but you can help support the watchmen who are there both financially and in prayer so that they can do what God demands.  This is how we can serve our God as watchmen for these people.  Even though we’re not there in person, we are to help in whatever way we can.  This is our “continuing debt of love” that St. Paul speaks about—the love of Christ to all men.  The love that we should show to everyone.

6.
Now, since we’re on the topic of evangelism and being watchmen, it reminds me of our wonderful neighbors from the Watchtower.  You know these people.  There’s the familiar sound I’m sure we’ve all heard at least once in our lives.  {Knock.}  You open the door and there are a couple of wonderfully cheerful Jehovah’s Witnesses wishing to share their message of assurance that the next world will be better than this world—even though we won’t be in Heaven.  However, their theology aside for the moment, I would like to hold them up as an example of good evangelism efforts.  These guys are really bold and even a bit gutsy.  It was just last weekend.  There was the familiar {knock} on the door of the parsonage.  I mean, come on, you’re standing in the front yard of a Lutheran church.  Do you really think someone living that close to a church is really interested in listening to something they have to say?  However, it’s their boldness that I’m interested in.  It probably wouldn’t have mattered to them if they would have knocked on my office door.  They want to spread the message which they think is needed for the entire world to know.  How much more should we—who have the TRUE message of salvation through Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of every sin you’ve ever committed—be out telling people about Christ.  How much the more we should be sharing our faith with everyone we meet.

7.
It’s love that drives us to be watchmen.  We love our neighbors.  We want to see them in Heaven.  We don’t want to see them go to Hell.  Some may be in Heaven.  Others may not.  But don’t leave it to chance.  Don’t refuse to tell them because it’s inconvenient.  Don’t refuse to tell them because you don’t know what to say.  Just talk.  Approach the subject with a question about what they think about Jesus or even just religion.  Build from there.  Don’t be ashamed to be a watchman sent from God to them.  Be the one we sang about.  The one who says, “Here am I, send me, send me” (TLH 496.1,3).  Explain to them why it matters.  Talk about it.  Talk about their need for repentance.  Talk about Jesus.  Talk about His love.  If for whatever reason you’re unable to do this in words, lift up those people who you know need to hear these messages.  Hold them up in prayer.  Pray that God will send another watchman to help them.  Don’t be ashamed that God has sent you to be a watchman for them.  God’s not ashamed He sent you.  Amen.
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