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Eph. 4:25-5:2, Jn 6:35-51

“No More Dead Sheep”
Yesterday I drove past the giant new homes off Willow Avenue.  They are so new they only have little trees if they have any trees at all.  As you go farther into the development, where some of your live, you can see that the houses have been there longer.  They have nice gardens with mature shrubs and trees.  The streets are very nice.  

As I drove past the big new homes yesterday, I noticed that the first new road put in there says, “No Outlet.”  It is a dead end road.  No doubt the people who have bought those new homes do not think of that road as a dead end – it is the road to home for them.  I hope we will welcome some of our new neighbors in those homes to this church.

There is a road you can take in living that brings you joy and meaning.  The path to joy and meaning in life is devotion to God.

All other streets are ultimately dead end streets.  Devotion is the way to go.

Devotion can mean hard work, but it is a labor of love.  I know people who are very good at their jobs.  They are devoted to them.  These women and men find satisfaction in their labor.  I believe that almost any job can bring you that kind of satisfaction.  It is a matter of attitude.
It takes devotion, though.  

Learning is not always easy.  Learning can be hard.  We all know that the best lessons we learn are learned from mistakes.

This summer I acquired a new skill – our little house in main has a poured concrete foundation.  I had been piling stone up against the house to use as an outdoor fireplace and noticed how nice it looked against the foundation.  I decided to try my hand at masonry and to cut the stone and make a stone façade around the foundation.  I went on line to learn about this and asked some people how to do this.  In Maine I went to the masonry supply and said to the salesman, “I have never done this before.  Here’s what I want to do.  How do I do it?”

He was very helpful and told me everything I needed.  Especially mortar mix.  “Now,” he said, “follow the directions carefully on the bag.  The first time I mixed this mortar myself, it didn’t look right and I added more water until I got it to what thought was the right consistency.  It went on nicely, but I had used too much water in the mix and it soon cracked and I had to tear it all out and start over.”

I took home my bags of mortar mix and set to work mixing it up.  Using exactly the stipulated amount of water.

It was hard mixing it and it seemed too dry and gritty.  I was tempted to put in more water, but the salesman’s words were wringing in my ear – follow the directions.  I did and it worked beautifully.

When I went back to the store, I thanked him profusely for telling me about his own mistake – no doubt something hard for a masonry sales-person to say!  But because he learned from HIS mistake, and was willing to tell me about it, I did a decent job.  

By the way, I was devoted to making a decent foundation and though it was hard work and though I got scratches on my hands and grit under my nails, I found satisfaction in the work I devoted myself to.

Your marriage will unwind if you are not devoted to it.  It takes time and effort.  We learn by our mistakes there too, right?  Our families take effort and time from us.  It is not always easy, disagreements must be worked out, it can be hard work, sacrifices must be made, but that devotion is worth it.
Among the young people of our church are some fine musicians.  We have all benefited from their devotion to music when they play their trumpets and trombones and clarinets and flutes and the piano in church.  To become proficient takes devotion.  You will not become a proficient musician without devotion.

There is a young woman for whom we have been praying, Lisa, who is on her way home after a tour of duty in Iraq.  Lisa is a psychologist from the Air Force on loan to the Army.  But don’t think for a minute that because she is a psychologist she was not in mortal danger.  Lisa’s work was counseling soldiers with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.  Her counseling took her out into the field to where soldiers were camped, and to get there, she rode with active caravans facing ambush and IED’s.  The most profound thing to me about Lisa’s tour of duty is that she had to leave behind her two year old son, Giovanni, while she serves over there.  She was devoted to her country.

Our most important devotion, however, has to be to God.

Devotion to God in Jesus Christ is life.

How do we show our devotion to God?
Well we come to church on Sunday mornings, right?  And we put money in the offering plate, right?  And when the church asks for help, we volunteer, right?

Well, yes and no.  These disciplines are part of what it means to be devoted to God.  But in and of themselves, they can easily become drudgery.

In the ancient world, as you know, you showed your devotion to God by bringing a lamb to slaughter.  God would be satisfied by the fragrant offering of the meat burning on the altar.  The reason a man would offer God a lamb because it was about the most valuable thing he owned.
And even more, as scary as this is, a man would sacrifice; slaughter a lamb, because that lamb was dying to please appease God so the man himself didn’t die.  The lamb was sacrificed, its blood spilled so that the man’s own blood would not have to be shed for his sin.

 Devotion meant the sacrifice of a lamb on the altar – the blood of the lamb, if you will.
This was true of the Jewish faith and it was true of other religions as well.  Unbelievably, the nations surrounding Israel even sacrificed their own children to appease the gods.

God forbade human sacrifice.  

But when the Spanish explorers came to the Americas, they found elaborate rituals here of human sacrifice, and on the scale of things, that was not so long ago.

So what is it God’s wants of us today if we are to be devoted to God?
The answer is in Jesus.

Jesus lived the life of perfect devotion to God.

The devotion of Jesus opened the door of salvation to his people, to the church.

“I am the bread of life.”  That’s what Jesus said.  That is how basic Jesus is to our lives.  

If you don’t eat, you die.  

So Jesus is the very stuff of life.

Jesus said, 35Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”

Jesus said, “Do not labor for the bread which perishes.”

There is only one road to meaning and joy – only one road to life, and that road is Jesus Christ.  Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life.”

Barbara now has a GPS in her car for her job.  The other night we were coming home and drove on route 18 through New Brunswick.  I know New Brunswick pretty well having gone to seminary there right in the heart of Rutgers University.  Route 18 has been undergoing major construction for years now and at long last is finished!  It is terrific!  Anyway, the woman’s voice on the GPS said, “Take the George Street exit in a half a mile.”  But it was right there!  Apparently, nobody told the little lady in the GPS that the road was now finished, so I ignored her and turned off on the brand new George Street exit.  Do you know what she said?  

“Recalculating.”


”Ha!” I said to the little box, “I know more about New Brunswick than you!”
Do you know what she said?  “Turn right on Seminary Place!”
I said, “I am very happy that you know Seminary Place!  That’s  where I went to school.”  I don’t think the little lady in the GPS knew that.  I continued, saying, “However, I think I am better going off straight to Hamilton Street?”  Do you know what she said?

“Recalculating.”

Hmmmppff.

The heavenly GPS – the Bible, tells us the road to life is thorugh Jesus.

So how can we be devoted to him.  Go to church, give an offering and volunteer?  No, those things are the fruits of something more important underlying our devotion.

God doesn’t want dead sheep anymore.

In ancient times, the most valuable thing a man could God was a lamb from his flock.

But God in Jesus has shown us what God wants and it is more fundamental than sheep or the dollars we put in the plate – do you know what God wants?

You!

The most valuable thing you have is not your lambs, or your car, or the deed ot your house, or your AIG stock – or no wait, the AIG stock isn’t worth much anymore anyway.

The most valuable thing you have is yourself – and God wants that from you.  God wants you from you – total devotion to him.

Jesus gave God his all on the cross in the ultimate act of devotion – the greatest act of devotion of all time!  HE was the lamb of God who took away the sin of the world – one sacrifice for all time – for this very congregation!

And that is not you on an altar bleeding to death – it is you alive in love every day and forever –

That is what you are on earth for.  Loving devotion to God.

Fred D. Mueller
Eph 4:

25So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another. 26Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, 27and do not make room for the devil. 28Thieves must give up stealing; rather let them labor and work honestly with their own hands, so as to have something to share with the needy. 29Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear. 30And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption. 31Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, 32and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you. 

5Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, 2and live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 

John 6:35Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty. 36But I said to you that you have seen me and yet do not believe. 37Everything that the Father gives me will come to me, and anyone who comes to me I will never drive away; 38for I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me. 39And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day. 40This is indeed the will of my Father, that all who see the Son and believe in him may have eternal life; and I will raise them up on the last day.” 41Then the Jews began to complain about him because he said, “I am the bread that came down from heaven.” 42They were saying, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How can he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” 43Jesus answered them, “Do not complain among yourselves. 44No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who sent me; and I will raise that person up on the last day. 45It is written in the prophets, ‘And they shall all be taught by God.’ Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me. 46Not that anyone has seen the Father except the one who is from God; he has seen the Father. 47Very truly, I tell you, whoever believes has eternal life. 48I am the bread of life. 49Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. 50This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. 51I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”
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