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The Third Sunday in Lent
Ezekiel 33: 7-20
March 7, 2010

Every now and then, when I drive by the intersection of Ogden and La Grange Road, I will run across a street-corner preacher.  Maybe you have seen him there because he is pretty much a regular fixture on that corner.  Usually he shows up around the evening rush hour, I suppose with the hope of increasing the size of his audience.  

Regardless, with bible in hand, he shouts to the passing cars, among other things, the classic John the Baptist line, “Repent.  The Kingdom of Heaven is near,” and “turn from your sin, the time is short!”  He is pretty enthusiastic and I am sure that most people who drive by think he is a lunatic, a nut-case or just some guy whose little choo-choo train has gone just a tiny bit too far around the bend.  But you know, if I am stopped at that intersection, I always roll down my window and listened to him and do you know what?   I would be hard pressed to find anything wrong with what he is saying.  I might question his methodology but not his sincerity nor his words.  In all earnestness, he stands there pleading with any who would listen to turn from their sin before it is too late.  He is a beggar on a street corner begging not for money but for people, for souls, wanting them to seek the mercy of God while his mercy is still to be had.  He warns them that sin leads to death and that only through the blood of Christ can they find forgiveness and life. 

I have never stopped to speak to this man, although some day I plan to, but I would suspect that if I asked him why he is doing this he would quote to me our Old Testament lesson for today from Ezekiel 33.   “So you, son of man, I have made a watchman for the house of Israel.  Whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me.  If I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked one, you shall surely die,’ and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from his way, that wicked person shall die in his iniquity, but his blood I will require at your hand. But if you do warn the wicked to turn from his way, and he does not turn from his way, that person shall die in his iniquity, but you will have delivered your soul.” What is obvious is that he takes seriously his Christian responsibility to warn others that sin is deadly serious.
And that, my dear friends in Christ, is what makes this text so extremely difficult and extremely uncomfortable.  On the one hand, the words of the prophet could not be any clearer:  sin leads to death and those who do not turn from their sin will die in their iniquity.  We all know that.  The bible makes that point repeatedly.  In Genesis, God tells Adam that the day he eats of the fruit of the tree, the day he sins, he will die.  St. Paul in Romans 6: 23 is equally blunt, “the wages of sin is death.”  Scripture treats the problem of sin with deadly seriousness because . . .well . . . it is deadly.  Sin keeps us from God and without God there is no life.

On the other hand, the prophet also makes it clear that we have a responsibility, you and I, and it is one that, if we are honest, most of us would rather not have.  “If I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked one, you shall surely die,’ and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from his way, that wicked person shall die in his iniquity, but his blood I will require at your hand.”  God calls us to speak for him and to pass on his warnings and if we don’t, then the sinner’s blood is on us.  If that doesn’t cause you to sit up and take note than I don’t know what will.  This is serious stuff and we should not dismiss it as if it doesn’t matter.  It does matter.

Granted, I am not exactly sure what it means that “his blood I will require at your hand,” means.  No commentary I read even addressed it.  That, by the way, is the measure of a difficult verse in Scripture . . . no one comments.  Regardless, even though I can’t tell you exactly what that means or how it will all pan out in the end, what I can tell you is that at least at some level, God holds us responsible for warning others.  

Now, I have to tell you that my first reaction to this is that it is not exactly fair.  In fact, it strikes me as patently unfair.  How is it that I have some responsibility for the actions of someone else?  How is it that I am responsible for his or her bad behavior?  It reminds me a little bit of when I was playing high school baseball and how because one guy would be messing around, we’d all have to run laps.  What I mean is, I’m willing to take responsibility for myself but holding me responsible for someone else . . . well . . .  that seems a little extreme.  How can someone’s blood be on my hands if they, for example, decide to sleep around on their spouse or if they decide to ruin their lives with drugs and alcohol?  I didn’t ask them to do it.  I didn’t encourage it.  Shouldn’t they be responsible for their own decisions?  Isn’t it enough that I just need to worry about myself?

According to this text, actually, according to God, the answer to this is “no.”  You and I as Christians have been given a sacred responsibility to speak on God’s behalf.  I don’t know if you realize this or not but he uses our mouths, yours and mine, to speak his truth.  Why does he use us?  Because by his grace we have already come to knowledge of that truth.  The gospel, the good news of Jesus’ death and resurrection, has been revealed to each of us.  You and I, by the power of this gospel, see how God has graciously taken us from death to life, how he has forgiven us our sins which lead to destruction and how he compassionately deals with us not as we deserve, but with his loving kindness and mercy.  We now have been given eyes to see the dangers of sin and this knowledge has been given to us not to cling on to it selfishly for our own benefit, but to share so that others may live as well.
And, again, that is the uncomfortable part of this text.  Actually, everything about this text makes me feel uncomfortable.  While I am totally into knowing the truth about Jesus, about how he died for my sins and how through his cross he saves me, I grow a bit uneasy when I hear God tell me what my responsibilities are now that I have become part of the Christian family.  There is a hesitancy within me to warn my neighbor that he is sinning because, to honest, I fear offending my neighbor.  

Isn’t that really the bottom line fear we all have when we hear this text?  When your best friend, your son, your daughter, or your co-worker is involved in some gross sin, aren’t you reluctant to warn them that sin leads to death because you fear their response?  I have mentioned this in bible class before, but several years ago, a friend of mine was serving a church up in the Green Bay area of Wisconsin.  One of the Sunday School teachers was a young woman who was the absolute favorite of the congregation.  Everybody loved her.  The Sunday School kids loved her.  The high school kids loved her.  The parents loved her.  The grandparents loved her.  Do you get the picture?  Anyway, she decided to move in with her boyfriend and this was widely known throughout the congregation.  The pastor, doing what he was supposed to do, went to speak with her to tell her that her living situation was not God pleasing.  Do you know how she received his message?  Badly.  She called him judgmental, told him he had no right to accuse her and then left the church taking about 20 people along with her.  To say that the situation was ugly is to understand how bad it was.
But isn’t this the scenario we fear?  Especially in this day and age when the only commandment that anyone seems to remember is, “Judge not lest you be judged.”  We fear seeming judgmental.  We fear that they will become angry with us.  We fear that they will think we are jerks.  We fear that they won’t like us anymore, or worse, that they will lump into the category of that street-corner preacher and think we are out of touch and just a little “nuts.”  All those fears are valid.  In fact, if you read through the book of Ezekiel you will see that God never promises that people will respond positively.  In fact, he promises the opposite.  People have never liked hearing that what they are doing is wrong.  People have never appreciated being reminded of their sin.  But, their response does not absolve me of my responsibility.  God still wants them warned.  

My dear friends in Christ, I want to frame this in a way to help put all of this into its proper perspective and I think here is the way you and I have to look at this:  we worry that we will offend our neighbor, that we might hurt his or her feelings but God boils this all down to this, “Will you who live let your neighbor die?”

Will you?  Will I?   I know that is disturbing but this really is the bottom line of what Ezekiel says to us today.  We are talking about matters of life and death; eternal life and death.  And that is what we have to remember.  God wants sinners warned not so we can beat them up or make them feel guilty about their sin.  He is not calling all of his followers to become a bunch of pharisaical “butt-inskies.”  He is not saying that we all have to walk around looking down our noses at all of those “sinners” around us.  No, he wants them warned so that they too will not perish.  God is looking at the big picture and so we must begin to understand this text by first understanding what exactly is God’s desire.  This, Ezekiel makes clear in our text as well, “Say to them, ‘As I live, declares the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live.’” There is no joy in the heart of God for anyone to perish.  
Believe it or not, this is simply God acting like . . . God . . . meaning, graciously.  He is watching out for those he created and he has enjoined us to help him.  As he did not want anyone of us to perish, so too does he not want anyone else to perish. 

We all have to understand something:  the God of Christianity is one hundred percent . . .one hundred percent . . .  motivated by his desire to save.  And he does not leave Ezekiel, nor does he leave us, with the command to simply tell people that they are sinners and to leave it at that.  He tells us to tell them that God wants them to live.  Yes, part of that is identifying the problem.  Unless someone knows the problem, which is sin, they will never seek a solution.  But, God also asks us to proclaim the solution and that solution, of course, is the once and for all sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.

God so hates the thought of the death of anyone that he willing sent his one and only Son, Jesus our Lord, to pay the price that none of us could pay.  Jesus tasted the death that we all deserve to taste for our sin and defeated it by rising again.  Because he lives, all who believe and trust him shall also live.  God wants all people pointed to the cross of Jesus and to his empty tomb.  
And lest you still fear that you will somehow sound haughty or judgmental, let me give you the solution that problem.  Remember this:  you too were a sinner.  This is always our starting point when warning our neighbor.  We acknowledge first that we were at one time the wicked who needed to be warned.  We acknowledge that we too were walking the road to death.  With that as our frame of reference, we humbly point those who need much forgiveness to the cross as ones who have received much forgiveness.  I like the way that St. Paul puts this in 1 Timothy, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance:  Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.”  I stand before you today as the worst of sinners for whom Christ Jesus came into the world to save.  You sit there before me today as the worst of sinners for whom Christ Jesus came into the world to save.  My friends, believe me, there is no room for pride when this is our starting part.
   My dear friends in Christ, Jesus tells us, “From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who have been entrusted with much, much more will be asked,”(Luke 12: 48).  You and I have been given much.  We have been given grace upon grace, The Kingdom of Heaven is ours.  We have been given eternal life.  All of our sins have been washed away in the blood of Christ and so the judgment that awaits the world for sin will not touch us.  You know this truth and by sharing that truth, you can bring salvation to those who still live in their sin.  We have all been entrusted with much and this is what our Savior asks of us:  warn those who are straying and tell them of God’s forgiveness.  In a sense, this is what it means to be a Christian:  we want to people to live.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

