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Epiphany 4

By Pastor Nathan Fuehrer

Today’s sermon is based on the text from our Gospel lesson.  St. Mark explains how Jesus is teaching in the synagogue and a demon-possessed man enters in, and the demons accuse Jesus.  And Jesus rebukes him...says “Be silent, and come out of him!”  And the demon, convulsing him and crying out with a loud voice, came out of him.
Maybe you’ve seen the TV gameshow:  “Who wants to be a millionaire”.  The contestant is asked questions and every step along the road to a million has a dollar figure attached to it.  After each question, the contestant is given a choice: “You can walk away now, or you can risk what you have to gain more. “ You need to use your judgment, you need to make a decision, you decide...it’s your choice.  
We love to think about what we would do if we had the choice.  “If I had a million dollars,” is a famous song by the Canadian music group, The Barenaked Ladies.  But they certainly weren’t the first people to think about the choices they would make if they had that kind of scratch.  We’ve all daydreamed about what we’d do with a million dollars, what choices we would make.  We worship our choices and we love the opportunity to congratulate or complain about the choices of others.
So when it comes to Salvation in Christ Jesus in the life of the individual, do you think of it like a game show, choosing to settle for what we have now, or to risk it all for a better prize?  Do we chose God, or does God choose us, or do we choose each other?  Does God lay out showcase number 1 and showcase number 2, heaven or hell and we have to decide which one to take?  Seems like a no-brainer to me.  

But salvation is not a matter of options and choice, like on a game show.  Salvation is a matter of bondage and freedom at the word of Jesus.  To consider how Jesus saves people in eternity, let’s look how he saved people on earth.  Today when Jesus casted out a demon, how did it go?  What did he do?  What method did he use to get rid of them?

Ladies and gentlemen, the man is held captive by the demon, and what does Jesus do?  Jesus doesn’t preach to the man, he preaches to the demon.  Jesus doesn’t say, listen up Johnny, I know this is hard, but you’ve gotta toughen up.  You gotta listen to me and believe.  You have an unclean spirit in you.  I want you to listen carefully.  You have a choice.  You can beat this thing, just choose to believe in me and the demon will hit the road.  I’m with ya pal, but you’ve gotta want it...okay, break!
Jesus is no life coach.  In fact, he doesn’t even acknowledge poor Johnny.  Johnny is lost, gone, in bondage to the demon, a slave of the unclean spirit and he cannot free himself.  Jesus doesn’t lay out Johnny’s options to Johnny, because it’s clear that Johnny is not at the helm, Johnny is not in control here and if Jesus gives Johnny the free choice, the demon will just take it from him.

In our text today, Jesus was teaching in the church...and a man with an unclean spirit walked in.  And to show that his evangelism works like an exorcism he commanded that demon to leave.  And those who saw it said his teaching has authority.  And the thing about authority is that it doesn’t give you choices, it takes away your choice.  The only way to have a choice is to have a teaching that has no authority, an impotent/powerless teaching that you empower when you choose it.  But that’s not Jesus’ teaching.  His teaching has authority...it has power like a sledgehammer and it doesn’t ask if it can come in, it blasts through.
So then what shall we say?  If Christ forces his authority into us, and saves us against our will...are we then puppets...marionettes moving by the hand of without any real freedom?  By no means!  Do you not know, dear friends in Christ that, in a world of sin, less choice means more freedom?
Let’s say there’s a boy who loves licorice, loves it, -- would eat it all day if he could.  He would give his little sister for some licorice; he would give up hockey for licorice.  He would sell out his mum for some.  He would help out his neighbor for some.  Only one thing though...he doesn’t know that he would do these things because he’s never had it before.  His taste buds were made for licorice, even though he doesn’t know it.
So the boy walks into Willie Wonka’s Chocolate factory and, holy smokes...everlasting gobstoppers, bertie bots every flavour bean, a Nile-long river of chocolate long, chewing gum that’s a five course dinner and infinitely more candy available for him to choose from.  It all tastes really good.  And so the boy spends his whole life at the chocolate factory, takes over for old Willie when he’s ready to retire and never has the same candy twice, because there’s so much to choose from.  Oh and there’s licorice there too, but he never gets around to trying it.
But imagine this, instead of Willie Wonka’s the boy goes to a Twisslers  factory.  No distractions, no dangerous liaisons with other candies, no testing the waters, no playing the field.  When he walks into the Twisslers store all they have is licorice.  His soul mate is happens to be the only fish in that sea.   He only has one option in the twissler factory and so it’s like the choice of what to eat is made for him.  But O happy day, because it’s the right one.  What freedom!
That’s how salvation happens, not in the freedom of choice, but the freedom from choice.  When faith came to me, my conversion experience wasn’t like this.  “Okay, I’ve weighed it all out.  The Muslims make a good case that God needs to be obeyed...we do need order in this world, it’s true.  The Hindu’s though, they’re kind of strange...thousands of gods some with elephant heads, others with octoarms...but they seem pretty relaxed after all and I could use a little less stress in my life.  The Mormons, well, they know how to manufacture perfect porcelain families so there’s a bonus.  Buddhism is just plain cool if you don’t take it too seriously...meditation is hipster therapy.  But Christianity says God loves me...okay...Christianity it is.  Conversion doesn’t happen by free will, like a kid in a candy store.
No, my conversion was like this...”I believe... and there’s nothing I can do about it.”  My conversion experience wasn’t a moment that I chose to give myself to Jesus.  My conversion was that exact moment that I realized I don’t have a choice in the matter.  Unless I want to live a shallow and meaningless existence-changing my mind making a fresh new choice as often as I change my socks- I have to live according to the truth, and the truth is Jesus Christ.  
When given the choice between sin and God we will always choose sin.  Adam and eve established that.  Heck, Eve was freshly created by the all good and all powerful God.  She wasn’t born sinful like you and me and she still chose to eat what was forbidden and ignore God.  Did she even have a choice, really?  It was almost like she was a reed in the wind, that day God wasn’t around to blow her one way, so the serpent blew her the other...and she bent and she broke, and so did Adam, and so do we.  So much for free will, and anyone who thinks they would have done better than Eve, well that itself is a sinful thought now isn’t it?
Faith is not a choice; it’s saying GOODBYE TO CHOICE, goodbye and good riddance...don’t let the door hit you on the way out.  Which showcase do I want, the one God chooses for me...please don’t let me choose because my choices are directed by my sin.  You see, every choice in this world that is not Christ is a demon waiting to possess you.  It is when God takes all your choices away that all that is left is Christ...what freedom!  
Don’t worship your choices, that’s the main thing you want Christ to take over, to cast away, to preach out of you.  God gave us the choice to sin, it’s true, but not to show us what our will is capable of, but to show us what it is not.  Jesus carried your choice to the cross and crucified it.  And the saved don’t miss it one bit...good riddance to bad rubbish.  God gave us choice long enough to show us that a free will is a fallen will.  The free will has the option to sin, the free person doesn’t.  And the most beautiful thing about heaven is not the streets of gold or pearly gates...the beautiful part of heaven is that sin, Satan, and death will be gone once and for all and the choice to sin won’t even be available to you.  We are free when there is no option to do wrong.  We are free when we look around and the only thing we see is Christ.
