EPIPHANY 3, B, 2021 – LIFE SUNDAY
SCRIPTURES: Jonah 3:1-5, 10; 1 Cor. 7:17-24; Mark 1:14-20
Let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to which God has called him… You were bought with a price; do not become bondservants of men. So, brothers, in whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with God.”  1 C. 7
This morning, in our Prayer of the Day, we asked the Lord to “enlighten our darkness by the light of Your Christ.” It is a fitting prayer for right now, for we are living in a time of darkness. Many businesses and schools are literally in darkness, their lights having been off for months. Although they’ve been replaced by the bright lights of computers and TV’s at home, the feeling of isolation has led to a huge increase in the darkness of depression. Over 25 million infected and over 400,000 dead in the United States alone! It’s right that Pres. Biden has declared war on the coronavirus!
What if twice as many lives had been lost? Sadly, they have been. For every one of the over 400,000 people who have died since the first coronavirus case in the U.S. was reported last January, two babies have died… well over 800,000. Disease didn’t take them; no, most all of them were perfectly healthy. They died because they were unwanted. Being unwanted and unloved, over 800,000 babies died last year in the U.S… were killed last year, sucked out of their mother’s wombs and tossed in the trash as medical waste. Lord, enlighten our darkness by the light of Your Christ!
I don’t bring this up just to make you feel bad. Nor do I bring it up because I believe that you and I can end abortion. Those babies died during the Presidency of Donald Trump, even though he opposed this and did what he could to prevent it! I bring this up because Jesus says, “The kingdom of God” – His rule – “is at hand.” He, the Light of the world, is among us. “Repent and believe in the gospel.”
And you do, don’t you? You are here because you do believe in Jesus… you believe that, because He bore the burden of your sins and died for them, the Son of God stands with you as your ransom, your defender. You are forgiven… Jesus has taken away your every sin! And, because He rose from the dead to live forevermore, and now joins you to Himself by the Gospel of His Baptism and Word and Supper, you are alive with Him. You are God’s child, for the light of God’s Son shines in you!
Let it shine through you. I have no expectation that abortion is going to end any time soon in our country, or that anything you and I do is going to bring it to an end. But, I am sure that you know someone who has had an abortion, and know people who are in favor of it. You might even know someone who is considering it. You can influence them!
Shine with the light of Christ. We have two examples of this in today’s Scriptures: Jonah, whom God sends to Nineveh to call its people to repentance; and the 4 men Jesus calls to be His disciples and become fishers of men. Now, they are examples of “professionals.” God has not made you a prophet or an apostle or a pastor. He has, however, called you to “lead the life that [He] has assigned to [you]” and to “remain [there] with God.” (1 Cor. 7) He has made you a “bondservant of Christ,” and so a living example of Jesus, a reflection of His light in this dark world. His Word, His teaching is “a lamp to our feet and a light to our path.” (Ps. 119:105) Learn it and let it shine!
What is God teaching us this day? First, that He is a merciful God whose desire is not to punish and condemn but to forgive and save and change lives; everyone’s, no matter who they are and what they have done. Out of mercy God sent Jonah to Nineveh: a city, not only of foreigners who lived hundreds of miles north of Israel, but of extremely violent and wicked people. Their king even admits this, for when he hears Jonah’s message of impending judgment from God he tells his people, “Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands.” (Jonah 3:7) 
· Archaeologists have discovered writings from Nineveh from before Jonah’s time in which the king boasts of killing his enemies by cutting off and piling up their heads, impaling others, and skinning others alive. What vicious people! 

Still, God sent Jonah to them, and when they listened and repented He did not bring disaster upon them. God wants to forgive people, even the worst. He wants to change them and give them a glorious future; ultimately, an eternal one with Him in heaven! The greatest evidence of this is Jesus Himself, who took the sins of the world upon Himself. He paid the price for them, and freed us from having to do so ourselves.
You and I live in the blessed light of this Gospel, this assurance. What a comfort it is to know such a God and Savior! God is not sitting up there in heaven, just waiting for you to screw up so that He can punish you. His eyes are upon you with love and mercy, and He lives within you to strengthen you to do His will. We may live in a very dark world, but we walk in the light of Christ!
When you walk with one who is in the darkness of sadness and depression from having had an abortion… or with one who sees nothing but darkness ahead because of an unexpected pregnancy and so is thinking about having an abortion… you have the bright light of forgiveness and hope and help in Christ to share. It is not easy, of course, to speak up. Sadly, the light of Christ can be seen as darkness and His people a threat.
· In our Epistle Paul wrote to Jews in Corinth who, after becoming Christians, were tempted to remove the marks of their circumcision. (Yes, there was a surgical procedure to do this!) They did not want to be seen as different and so be rejected or persecuted. Such persecution is nothing new!
“Lead the life that the Lord has assigned [you],” Paul says. Christ has bought you with His blood, and you belong to Him. You are His servant. If you suffer in some way because you speak up about Him – even though you speak out of love and offer what is good: Christ! – then know that the Lord assigned you this suffering. He will remain with you in it and work His good for you through it.
You can be sure of this, for this is what God teaches us this day; and, again, through Jonah. Read the book of Jonah when you go home. It’s only four short chapters, and so is a quick read. You’ll see that Jonah is quite a sinner!

· When God calls him to go to Nineveh, he first runs away and gets on a boat that is going in the opposite direction.

· When God, with a storm and a great fish, brings him back, he does go to Nineveh and call the people to repentance. He is angry, however, when they do repent and God decides to not punish them. He gets upset with God for being merciful!
Man, he sounds worse than the people of Nineveh, for they at least didn’t know the true God or know how they had offended Him!

Yes, Jonah… and Jesus’ disciples (Peter would deny even knowing Him after He was arrested!)… and me and you… when you think about it, we’re just as guilty as those who have done really bad things! Remembering that will draw you closer to those who are burdened with guilt and sadness, and sharing it can draw them closer to you.
Christ came as a light to those in darkness, and He remains a light for them. He calls and remains with sinners like us. He calls us when we’re sinful and unworthy, and remains with us even when we do sinful things. This is called grace. Thanks be to God for His grace in Christ! For, we remain sinners throughout our lives. As with Jonah, very unworthy, very ungodly thoughts and desires afflict us. We need to constantly pray: “Lord, enlighten our darkness by the light of Your Christ.”
He has… and He will keep doing so as you let His Word be a lamp for your feet and a light for your path. And, what a change it can make! If the people of Nineveh could repent… if Donald Trump, a rather abrasive and harsh man who once was in favor of abortion, could be changed… well, there is always hope. There is no sin, no matter how bad, that is not forgiven in Christ. He is God’s mercy and love, shining for His whole creation! May we, His creatures, glorify our God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen.
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