EPIPHANY 6, C – February 13, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Jeremiah 17:5-8; 1 Cor. 15:12-20; Luke 6:17-26; Psalm 119:1-8

“Blessed are you when people hate you and when they exclude you and revile you and spurn your name as evil, on account of the Son of Man! Rejoice in that day, and leap for joy, for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for so their fathers did to the prophets.” Luke 6
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The sunny and warmer weather of the last few days was very nice. My dogs especially enjoyed it. When I got home late in the afternoon they were at the door, tails wagging, and barking, “Let’s go!” And, as we were walking and B found a nice patch of dry grass, plopped onto his back, and rolled back and forth in ecstasy… well, I thought, “Oh, to be him right now!” Snoozing all day, waiting to be taken for a walk, and enjoying a roll in the grass. What a life! 
In many ways I had that life when I was a kid. Life was easier then… and not just because I was a kid. It was easier to be a Christian years ago. For a long time the Christian faith with its moral teaching was highly regarded in our country.
· Presidents quoted from the Bible in speeches.

· In 1954 Congress added the words, “under God,” to the Pledge of Allegiance. Every day in school my classmates and I pledged allegiance to our flag, our President, and our Republic: one nation, under God.

· Remember when Rev. Billy Graham, a conservative Baptist Preacher, was the Pastor to the Presidents?

· Even rock music could support Christian morality. In 1966 the Hollies sang about a guy sharing his umbrella with a girl at a bus stop. “Nice to think that that umbrella led me to a vow,” they sang. “Someday my name and hers are going to be the same.” They’d be married!
My, how things have changed in our society… religiously; morally; in so many ways.
· A man who claims to be a woman is smashing women’s college swimming records.
· Nowadays, many churches and clergy oppose the moral teachings of the Bible. Many churches fly rainbow flags. They’re not promoting God’s promise to Noah!
· National leaders with sincere faith in Christ are attacked as dangerous; Supreme Court Justice Amy Comey Barrett, for instance. The press is ok with politicians who are religious, as long as they disagree with the Bible on issues like abortion. But, Judge Barret? She is a devout Catholic who accepts and follows church teaching; and so the NY Times, and many others, called her the most dangerous woman in America.
· One of our District Pastors recently told me he was worried that, if he spoke out against abortion in a sermon, YouTube would remove his church’s Services from their site. They’d lose that outreach! I told him to speak God’s truth anyway.

Today, Jesus’ words, “Blessed are you when people hate you and when they exclude you and revile you and spurn your name as evil, on account of the Son of Man!” really hit home. Today, you can expect to be hated and excluded and called evil because of your faith in Jesus; that is, if you agree with Jesus and the Psalmist that God’s words are just and righteous and say, “Blessèd are those who walk in the law of the Lord! Blessèd are those who keep his testimonies.” Now, maybe you’re tempted to be quiet and say, “But, I don’t want to be hated and reviled! I’m not a strong person. And, besides, what about our outreach? How can our church grow if people hate us and reject us?”
Leave that to God. You: follow Jesus. Speak the truth and live your faith. Actually, live Christ’s faith, not your faith. For, the faith is not yours to embrace as you wish and shape as you wish. Jesus will give you all of Himself or none of Himself. And, He will have all of you. If not… thus says the Lord: “Cursed is the man who trusts in man and makes flesh his strength, whose heart turns away from the Lord.” (Jer. 17) God’s curse will come upon all who put personal comfort and man’s wisdom before Him. Like a dry shrub in a desert with no water, they will eventually dry up and die.
But, “Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord,” says Jeremiah. “He is like a tree planted by water. When heat comes…” and it will. Believing in Jesus does not exempt you from persecution, but brings it. “and the year of drought…” we must also suffer the trials that come upon everyone in this world and threaten to bring suffering… “it does not cease to bear fruit.” Jesus holds and keeps His believers, so that even when we are persecuted we bear fruit for Him!

What fruit? What is the blessing that comes when you are persecuted because you believe in Jesus and so believe that what His Scriptures teach is true and good and right? How does persecution – being excluded and reviled and called evil – bless you?
“Rejoice in that day, and leap for joy,” says Jesus, “for behold, your reward is great in heaven.” First of all, being persecuted because of your faith in Jesus leads you to lift up your eyes to heaven and yearn for the day when its joys are yours and the ugliness of this world is no more. Persecution works to separate you from this life and world, and that is a good thing. For, this life and world is passing away. Do not hold onto it! Do not put it before the life you have in Christ, which is eternal.

Jesus also reminds His persecuted people, “so their fathers did to the prophets.” In other words: if you are persecuted in some way because of your faith, remember that you are not alone. God’s prophets were also persecuted… as was Jesus Himself. He is the greatest prophet of all, is He not? Persecution is a sign to you that you are like God’s prophets… even like Jesus Himself. He has joined Himself to you. If Jesus has joined Himself to you, then you are truly blessed… eternally blessed! People may curse you and consider you a bringer and promoter of trouble, but they are shrubs in the desert. Jesus, the resurrected and eternally living One, is sharing with you His eternal life and joy. No one can take this away!
Finally, persecution serves to reminds us of our weakness. Jesus’ words, “Rejoice in that day, and leap for joy,” – who does this? Who is happy about being made fun of, and rejected, and called evil? I’m certainly not glad when this happens! In fact, because we don’t like this we sometimes avoid it, don’t we? We keep quiet instead of speaking up. We keep our faith, our Jesus, hidden in our pocket instead of proudly displaying it on our chest. Persecution for the name of Jesus can not only remind you of your faith; it can also remind you of your lack of faith, of times when you avoided it.

Good! It’s good to be reminded that you are a weak sinner! For then, you will realize that you had better not put your trust in yourself. “Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lord, whose trust is the Lord,” says Jeremiah. How blessed? “Yours is the kingdom of God,” says Jesus. Is: even though you are poor, a lowly sinner who fails your Savior; a Savior who never failed you… who, even though falsely charged and guilty of nothing, refused to speak up for Himself to avoid being crucified… who even accepted the responsibility for every single one of your sins and paid the price of death and hell for them Himself. How can we not stand up for Him? And yet, sometimes we don’t. Sometimes we think of ourselves and our own comfort.
It’s good to be reminded that you are a weak sinner whose only hope is Jesus. “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.” Is. It is yours right now; a total gift, given to those who have nothing and deserve nothing.

And so, you know, I really don’t want to be like my dog. Jesus didn’t prepare this great gift, this eternal life, for dogs. He prepared it for poor sinners like you and me. If having this gift also means having persecutions here… so be it. Help us then, Lord, to rejoice in You and confess your holy Name! In the blessed name of Jesus. Amen.
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