Acts 10:34–48

So Peter opened his mouth and said: “Truly I understand that God shows no partiality, 35 but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. 36 As for the word that he sent to Israel, preaching good news of peace through Jesus Christ (he is Lord of all), 37 you yourselves know what happened throughout all Judea, beginning from Galilee after the baptism that John proclaimed: 38 how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power. He went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. 39 And we are witnesses of all that he did both in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree, 40 but God raised him on the third day and made him to appear, 41not to all the people but to us who had been chosen by God as witnesses, who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. 42 And he commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one appointed by God to be judge of the living and the dead. 43 To him all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” 

44 While Peter was still saying these things, the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word. 45 And the believers from among the circumcised who had come with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit was poured out even on the Gentiles. 46 For they were hearing them speaking in tongues and extolling God. Then Peter declared, 47 “Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 48 And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to remain for some days. 

1 John 5:1–8; 

Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and everyone who loves the Father loves whoever has been born of him. 2 By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. 3 For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome. 4 For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith. 5 Who is it that overcomes the world except the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God? 

6 This is he who came by water and blood—Jesus Christ; not by the water only but by the water and the blood. And the Spirit is the one who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. 7 For there are three that testify: 8 the Spirit and the water and the blood; and these three agree. 

John 15:9-17
As the Father has loved me, ﻿so have I loved you. Abide in my love. 10 ﻿If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as ﻿I have kept ﻿my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. 11 These things I have spoken to you, ﻿that my joy may be in you, and that ﻿your joy may be full. 

12 ﻿“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. 13 ﻿Greater love has no one than this, ﻿that someone lay down his life for his friends. 14 You are ﻿my friends ﻿if you do what I command you. 15 ﻿No longer do I call you servants, for the servant ﻿does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for ﻿all that I have heard from my Father ﻿I have made known to you. 16 You did not choose me, but ﻿I chose you and appointed you that you should go and ﻿bear fruit and that your fruit should abide, so that ﻿whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you. 17 These things I command you, ﻿so that you will love one another. 

Choice
Mother's Day is a very special day that we set aside out of the year to celebrate and honor the woman who nurtured us, bore us, cared for us, and loved us.  Of course, you and I both know that things aren't always as rosy as we'd like to believe.  Well believe me, I’m not going to run moms down on this very special day, but I am stating a simple fact.  All moms are human, just like us.  Consequently, the sinful human side always has a way of messing things up.  It's our fallen, sinful nature, and yes, even the best moms have a fallen and sinful nature like everyone else.  We all know that every one of us has been at odds with mom a time or two in life.  There's not one of us here who hasn't had to endure the wrath of mom in discipline and punishment.  More often than not, it's discipline and punishment that we've rightly earned and deserved.  However, there are times, and all of you moms will confess it, that sometimes you just have a bad day and the kids are the ones who pay the price for your bad day.  "If mom ain't happy, no one's happy!" 

This fallen, sinful side of humanity, tragically, cuts even deeper in certain cases.  It's incredibly heart-breaking to me, but there are people out there who, if they had a choice, would've chosen a different mom.  Perhaps they’d want a mom who was around more, who cared more, or who acted more like a mom than a friend.  Perhaps even a mom who loved them enough to say "no" and to discipline and to lead and protect and nurture and care for the gifts of life that God gave her.  It's sad when I think about it, but there are some people who really struggle and grieve on Mother's Day because they're stuck with someone for a mom that they never, ever would have picked had they had a say in the matter. 

The concept of choice strikes a chord as we look at the beautiful words of Christ in our Gospel lesson.  "You did not choose Me, but I chose you."  How very fitting on this day.  As I said just a few moments ago, there are a few people who, if they could, would have chosen different parents.  What if you did have a vote in who your parents would be?  What would be the critical criteria that you would factor into making such an important decision?  Looking past all the material things that we try and convince ourselves wouldn't matter in our decisions (I will remind you that God knows our hearts and desires better than we do.), without a doubt the number-one trait and quality we would all look for in a parent is love—unconditional, unfailing, merciful, tender love.  This only makes sense.  Who would willingly choose someone who is cold and distant, selfish and indifferent, uncaring and unloving?  It’d be foolish to make such a bad choice, it would be hard to feel any sort of pity for them too, wouldn't it?  "You get what you deserve."  

Now this brings up a good question: Before we would choose our loving parent, wouldn't they first have to love us?  

If love is at the top of your list, then you would want some sort of proof before made your decision.  It doesn’t seem very wise to assume that even though they exhibit no loving tendencies towards me right now, they might come to love me in time.  Like perhaps I can convince them to love me or I can make them love me.  We all know how well that works out, don't we?  

And even you world-class moms must confess that we're not perfect in our love, are we?  We all make mistakes.  Our love is imperfect.  It is tainted and corrupted with sin.  I can confess that I've made mistakes in loving my children.  I thank God more often than they know that they didn't have a choice in who their daddy would be.  Had they had an opportunity to consider all the evidence that is my life, I wouldn't blame them if they did choose differently.  I can admit it.  I know my sins.  How about you?  By the same token, I also know that I have done things out of love for them that they didn't understand or consider very loving at the time.  I say "no" sometimes.  I discipline.  I sometimes do things they don't like.  I know that during those tough times they would choose a different dad if they could.  Thankfully, they don't have a say in the matter.  I love them, in spite of them. 

And that brings us back to the Gospel promise of Christ.  "You did not choose me, but I chose you."  Now consider this in light of what you hear so often today in terms of faith.  How often we like to selfishly take credit for choosing a life of faith, as if Jesus was just another kid in the playground lineup for a game of kickball, and we did Him the favor of picking Him.  We could have done anything; could've chosen anyone and any religion, but we chose Jesus.  How good and upright and righteous we are.  We are going to heaven because we chose Jesus.  That's how God loves us, right?  He rewards us for making the right choice.  

OK, how does faith come about?  According to God's own Word, faith—true, saving faith—comes through hearing the Word of Christ.  

We are saved, not by any works that we do, but through faith alone in what Christ Jesus has done for us out of His great and unconditional love for us and for His Father, who willingly sacrificed His only-begotten Son so that we could be redeemed and restored to a right and holy relationship with Him.  It is this life-saving, life-giving gift of the Gospel that first breaks into our lives and breathes life into our lifeless corpses of sin.  How often we forget this foundational fact of our justification and salvation.  How often we foolishly take credit for the gift that is faith, as if we who were dead in sin, A CORPSE, somehow decided to have CPR performed on ourselves.

Now, do we have a choice in our salvation?  Sure, but there is a right and necessary order that we need to keep in mind.  In terms of justification, your Lord chose you first.  You didn't choose Him.  You didn't choose to be saved.  Out of His great love and compassion and mercy, He chose you before the foundation of the world.  He chose to send His Son to die for you before you chose to love Him because you had nothing to offer Him, including love.  As Scripture so clearly confesses, by nature we are sinful and unclean and enemies of God.  In spite of this, our Lord loved us so much that He was willing to die for us, even for the people who reject His love and don't love Him in return. 

And that's what sanctification is, loving God in return, in return for the blessed gifts of life, love, and salvation that He so freely, graciously, and unconditionally has bestowed upon us.  Yes, the fruits that your faith produces the response , so you do have a choice.  You are living proof of that right now.  Every one of you had a choice to make today.  You could've stayed home and worshiped the mattress god.  You could've went fishing or golfing.  You could've done anything else, but you didn't.  You chose your Lord and Savior, who calls you this day to gather here as He lovingly kneels down to feed us and nourish us with His life-giving gifts of His Word and His Body and Blood.  

In terms of sanctification, you do have choices to make all day, every day.  The world we live in is filled with temptation.  It's very easy to selfishly turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to all the sin and suffering around us and go into a sinful self-preservation mode and choose ourselves over everyone else.  Yet, the faith that holds fast to the justification and salvation that is found in Christ alone, that faith does the unthinkable, it reaches out and touches the untouchable and loves, serves and cares for all those that Christ died and rose for, forgiving as they've so graciously been forgiven; loving as they've so unconditionally been loved first.  

Ironic isn’t it?  Sanctification, the fruits of faith, the choices and decisions that we make in light of true saving faith, is really nothing more than a reflex-response to the joy and the reality of our justification.  That is, there really aren't choices to be made in terms of sanctification.  That would be like saying that the good fruit tree had to make a choice between bearing abundant good fruit and producing nothing at all.  There's no choice to be made.  The good fruit tree naturally and effortlessly produces good fruit.  It doesn't have to think about it.  

There really isn't a choice when it comes to bearing abundant fruits of faith.  For most of you today coming to church wasn't even an option.  This is just what faithful people do.  Where else would I be on a Sunday morning?  This is why faithful pastors will never tell you that you need to do anything.  We can't and we won't command that you produce faithful fruits anymore than we can command the apple tree to start producing apples.  

Instead, faithful pastors point you to the reality of your justification.  We point you to the cross of Jesus Christ, the very proof of God's amazing love for you and for the whole world.  It is this blessed Gospel reality that is sown in your soul, that God causes to spring up and bear abundant, faithful fruit.  It is this blessed Gospel promise alone that is our life, our light, and our salvation.  I pray that you may ever abide in this Gospel love.  That all you say, think, and do be a faithful, fruitful response to this Gospel love of God, love for you, for me, and for all the people of the world. 

AMEN

