Pre:

(after Bless this House)

I have enjoyed that song, ever since I was a small child.  There is a sense of warmth and security that can convey what it is like to truly trust God, to have that sense of being in God’s care, no matter what.  

There is also something of a danger intrinsic in songs like this.  It doesn’t sound like a dangerous song, does it?  But it is, and the danger is that we will embrace a false belief, that God’s job is to keep us comfy and cozy.  To keep our home and family from anything bad intruding. Our desire—understandably—is for God to keep us from trouble.  But in fact, God keeps us safe through trouble.   Trouble comes, by the very nature of the world. 

Trouble sometimes comes too, because God has called us to be a part of something far bigger than just our little corner of the world.  That is, the kingdom of God.   God’s agenda often runs against the grain of the world, and if we are in line with God’s agenda, that means trouble.  So, in our Bible passage for today we are looking for clues as to how to let God lead us, in times of trouble.  Specifically, we are going to look for a role model, someone whose example can help us in the right direction.  

Let God Lead:  Follow the Leader

Romans 12:1-2, Philippians 2:1-18


A little boy told the barber that he wanted his hair cut just like his grandpa’s:  Real short with a hole in the top.  (parables, etc, 22.9.2)  That’s a real compliment, isn’t it?  He must have really admired his grandpa.  


Who’s your role model?  Who do you look at and say, ‘That’s what I want my life to look like.  That’s how I want people to see me’?  

Tiger Woods?  Bill Clinton?  Mother Teresa?  Bill Gates?  Jessica Lynch?  Or, maybe some fictional character—Homer Simpson, perhaps?  Or, Andy Sippowicz, maybe Stephanie Plum?  In fly fishing, my role model is Joan Wulff, who has won many fly fishing awards, has become a celebrated fly fishing instructor, and in her seventies can still out fish most men.  


What characteristics does your role model exhibit?  Power?  Pzazz?  The Midas touch?  Influence with people?  Integrity?  Knowledge?  Does your role model drive a fast car and live in a big house?  


Role models can have a powerful influence on how we live our lives, can’t they?  When I was a teenager, all the boys grew Beatle hairstyles, while they drove around in VW Beetles!  Today, it’s piercings and tattoos.  And Hummers.  


As Christians living in the 21st century, we have access to the same role models as everyone else does.  We can watch the same TV shows, listen to the same music, get excited about the same sports teams.  


But we also have something else.  We have a calling.  And that calling is to follow a specific role model.  To let his character and priorities shape who we are and how we live our lives.  


That’s Jesus, of course. 


Paul says that although Jesus was equal with God, he chose not to exploit that equality.   Instead, he emptied himself, by taking on human flesh.  That doesn’t mean he stopped being God when he became human, but he gave up the right to use his godly power and influence.  It’s difficult for us to even fathom what that was like, being the creator of the universe, having every power at his disposal, and setting that aside, allowing himself to become as vulnerable as a newborn baby.  


I think the point to be made is that he didn’t come to earth for his own self interest.  He did it for us.  He did it for us.  


There were times when he might have been tempted to take back his godly rights.  You know, for instance, the story of when Satan came and tempted Jesus.  He said, hey, you’re hungry, make yourself some bread from these rocks. Jesus said, NO, that’s not why I’m here.  Hey, you have legions of angels at your disposal, jump down from this high pinnacle, make a spectacle of yourself as the angels come to your rescue; it will be better than an episode of Fear Factor.  Everyone will love you.  No, that’s not why I’m here.  Well, ok, then, take a look around at the world, and I’ll put everybody under your authority in the blink of an eye (only one small catch: you have to worship me).  No, that’s not how it works.  


Jesus set aside self-interest so that he could do his ministry, which was to give his life for the sake of the world.  


A part of our calling, as his followers, then, is to empty ourselves.  What does that mean for us?  We have needs, of course, and it’s legitimate to get our needs met.  But we need to set aside our self-interest.  We’re here to worship Jesus, not to worship a particular style or way of doing things.  We’re here to do ministry, not to dominate other people.  


If we are going to follow our leader, Jesus, we need to set aside our personal preferences, listen to each other, and most of all, let God lead us.  


Is it hard or easy to set aside your personal preferences?  


A pastor was speaking to a group of senior citizens.  He asked them how many of them loved their grandchildren.  All the hands went up.  He then asked, how many would give up their lives for the sake of their grandchildren.  Most of the hands stayed high.  Well, of course!  They loved their grandchildren.  They would do just about anything for them, including mortgaging their homes so they could get braces.  Then he asked, “How many of you would give up your musical preferences for the sake of your grandchildren?”  The hands went down.  


Ahh!  Giving up one’s life—a piece of cake.  But don’t take away my music!     


Let each of you look not to your own interests, Paul said, but to the interests of others.  Follow your leader, who emptied himself, for the sake of his ministry.  One time, Mother Teresa was passing through a crowd in Detroit and a woman remarked, “Her secret is that she is free to be nothing.  Therefore God can use her for anything.”  


Jesus set aside his rights as a divine being, and became truly human.   He fully identified with our humanity.  We call this his incarnational ministry.  The word became flesh and dwelt among us.  


Throughout history there have been people who have taught that Jesus only seemed human.  He wasn’t really human.  So he didn’t really suffer.  He didn’t really die.  But that’s false.  Jesus was truly human, and vulnerable to human emotions and human struggles.  He suffered.  And he died.  


Jesus fully identified with our humanity. As his followers, then, we must identify with our own humanity.  I submit that most of us would rather identify with his divinity than our own humanity.  Leave behind this human struggle.  Be like him—strong, wise, god-like.  Anything but human. 


Understandably, most of us would prefer to bypass the suffering part of being human.  We would rather move right to the celebration, to the victory party, to the resurrection.  But Jesus—our role model—walks unflinchingly to the cross.  He accepts the suffering as a necessary part of his ministry.  And so must we. Our ministry, like his, is an incarnational ministry.  God truly works through weak, vulnerable, very human beings.

The struggle is not without purpose, though we may not always perceive what the purpose is while we are in the thick of it.  Even in nature we can see purpose in struggle. Watch a butterfly emerge from a cocoon.   It’s not easy, is it?  But if you slice open the cocoon and let the butterfly bypass the struggle, you will have a weak, colorless insect that can’t fly.  The struggle to emerge from the cocoon forces the blood into the wings, and brings out the color and the strength.  Think about a seed deep in the earth, swelling with moisture, pushing hard through the crust, emerging only to face the harsh elements of sun and wind, and the careless foot of the gardener.  The seed doesn’t give up the struggle, but continues to grow upward toward the sun, toward maturity, toward the harvest.  

So, don’t despair!  Keep on following the leader.  If you follow Jesus, the struggles you encounter will not diminish your ministry, but will deepen it.  Like the butterfly, like the seed, like Jesus, let God lead you through the struggle, through the cross, all the way to life.   
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