Pastor Jeff Williams: February 17, 2008

Heroes: Part VI: “The War Within”

We have had weather every which way we could have it this winter, right? Tornado warnings, thunderstorms, hail, freezing rain, 50 mile-per-hour winds, six feet of snow: it’s been something! Life comes at you in a lot of different ways, too, doesn’t it? I’m glad you’re here. We had a crowd last night. People were anticipating the fun stuff, so they were saying, “We’re going to stay home [tomorrow],” and they came out in large numbers last night to the Saturday night service. I am glad you braved this out and chose to come here. 
We’re going to wrap up our series on “Heroes” this evening. That scene is reminiscent of a famous novel by Robert Louis Stevenson. If you remember Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, that allegory about human nature: the tug of war, the battle within, the part of us that wants to do right, wants to be respectful, and then the side of us that is dark. Somebody said that people are like the moon. They have the side you see, and then there’s another dark side you never see. In Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, he has that war going on. The experiment is what if you release those two? What if instead of those two combating, what if you allowed all to pursue that primal side. Then this side would be allowed to pursue the dignified side. What would the result be? In us, in our case, we have that war within. 

Paul talks about that battle in the Book of Romans 7:19 (page 1118 in pew Bibles), if you’d turn there with me please. There is a debate we will not get into as to whether Paul is speaking here of his life before Christ or his life as a Christian. We won’t get into that debate. It’s a rather lengthy one, but suffice it to say, this is a turmoil-an inner turmoil-that people can identify with. Hey says, “For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do-this I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.

“So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind…” There’s that whole imagery of an inner conflict, an inner war. “…making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?” Of course, we’re going to go on to find out the answer to that question in just a moment. 

There is a show on television right now. I don’t know if you’ve seen it; I’ve never seen it. I’ve seen enough of the previews to get a good taste of it. It’s called “Moment of Truth.” Have you seen that? The premise of “Moment of Truth” is they hook you up to a lie detector test that measures your responses to tell if you’re telling the truth or not. It asks you these embarrassing questions. “Have you ever done this? Have you ever cheated here? Have you ever done that?” Your wife is there; the audience is there; and all of America is watching as you answer these questions. If you answer them right, even if it’s demeaning or degrading to do so, you win money. So you air your dirty laundry on national television. I’ve never seen the show, but that’s the premise of it. 

So if this was the “Moment of Truth,” and you were going to be on it on Monday-I don’t know what day it’s on, but let’s say you’re the next contestant, and you had to answer those questions truthfully. You had no idea what was going to be said, asked of you, or the consequences. [Let’s say] we were to watch that episode, what do you think we’d think? What would we think of you as you answer truthfully of those questions? Would we go, “Awww, and she teaches Sunday School!” or “Awww! And he’s a trustee!” [Would we say], “And they’re on staff at our church?” You know that you would! The truth is all of us struggle with this conflict. Pastor Rick Warren, the pastor of the second largest church in America, Saddleback, said this, “Any one of us is capable of any sin, given the right set of circumstances.” Do you think that’s true? That’s a pretty ominous thing to say. It’s a pretty scary thing to say. 

Jeremiah talks about our condition in the Jeremiah 13:23 (page 763 of pew Bibles). He asks a rhetorical question. He says, “Can an Ethiopian change the color of his skin? Can a leopard change his spots? Neither can you do good who are accustomed to doing evil.” He’s talking about our nature; it’s our flesh. It’s a part of us. 
So, what do we do? We looked at a lot of different heroes, and we’re going to go back and revisit Peter again. I think in Peter we find this dynamic that we’re looking for, this Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde here, this struggle within. I’d like you to turn to the Gospel of Luke 22:31 (page 1044). We’re about to begin the passion narrative in this Gospel. Things are going to move rather quickly. Life as the Disciples have known is coming to a rapid end, and it will never be the same. Jesus instructs them that it’s time to receive the Last Supper. At the Last Supper, He tells them the significance of the bread and of the cup. He also informs them that one of them will betray Him. That leads to a discussion as to whom that might be. That is followed up with a discussion about who is the greatest. Jesus then uses that as a teaching moment. What a time to squabble! What a time to be petty; what a time to worry about our egos! Just as Jesus is pouring out His soul to us, but that is what Disciples sometimes do. Sometimes we’re rather self-centered. We’re not thinking so much about the Lord as ourselves. Then He says to Peter, “‘Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat…’” He wants to shake you up. He wants to rattle you. Notice, it says he’s asked permission. God does not tempt us, but God also makes sure we are not tempted beyond that which we can bear. Jesus says, “‘But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. When you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.’”
When you’ve turned back gives us the implication that he is going to turn away for a time. He is going to walk in the exact opposite way of what he should. He is going to walk away from Christ instead of toward Christ.

 Jesus says when you turn back, not if you turn back. When you turn back, and repentance means to turn around, when you repent, strengthen your brothers. Use what you’ve been through to strengthen your brothers in the faith. Of course, these words don’t sit well with Peter. Knowing Peter, he’s not going to keep his objection to himself. If anybody is going to speak their mind, it’s going to be Peter. 
So he says in the next verse, “‘Lord…’” What he’s basically saying here is “Jesus, you’re wrong.”

“‘I am ready to go with You to prison and to death.’” You’re wrong about me. I am willing to go with You wherever you go. I’ll go to prison. I’ll die if necessary. How many of you think Peter was sincere? I do. I think he really believed everything he said, but we all know that Peter would fail miserably. 

There have been times when you and I have been as sincere as Peter. We have said, “Lord, I’ll never do that again. Lord, this. Lord, that. Lord, I promise… I’m not going to fail this time.” Have you made those promises to the Lord before? You’ve failed, haven’t you? Each and every one of us has done that. 
Jesus says, “‘I tell you, Peter, before the rooster crows today, you will deny three times that you know Me.’”
He gives him a timetable. He said “before morning comes, before you hear the sound of the rooster crow, you’ll deny Me not once, not twice, but three times.” I wonder how those words impacted Peter. I bet you Peter was bound and determined to prove the Lord wrong, but we know that the Lord would be right. 

The Garden of Gethsemane happens; then the betrayal [happens]; then Jesus is seized, and they bring Him to the home of Caiaphas, the high priest.

We’re going to pick up the story at the end of Verse 54. It says Peter followed at a distance when they had kindled the fire in the middle of a courtyard and “had sat down, Peter sat down with them. A servant girl saw them seated in the firelight. She looked closely at him and said, ‘This man was with Him.’

“But he denied it. ‘Woman, I don’t know him,” he said.

“A little later someone else saw him and said, ‘You also are one of them.’

“‘Man, I am not!’ he replied.

“About an hour later, another asserted, ‘Certainly this fellow was with Him for he is a Galilean.’

“Peter replied, ‘Man, I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ Just as he was speaking, the rooster crowed.
“The Lord turned and looked straight at Peter. Then Peter remembered the word the Lord had spoken to him: ‘Before the rooster crows today, you will disown me three times.’ And he went outside and wept bitterly.”
That is drama, isn’t it? What kind of look did Jesus give Peter? Just think of the shame Peter felt inside. He wanted to be a hero, “I’m willing to surrender my life…” His heart was in the right place, but he failed the Lord. He’d failed Him again just that day in the Garden of Gethsemane. He was asked to pray, and he said, “I’ll pray,” and he couldn’t even do that. He fell asleep. That is sometimes the destitute lot of you and I who really want to please the Lord, really want to serve Christ, but we fail. On the good side, the good side is that there is a battle, right? The good side is we’re trying. We long to. The bad side seems to be tripping on that rock over and over. 
Think about this: this would be the last exchange that we know of between Peter and Jesus before the cross. Think about if the last experience you had was somebody you loved and cared about was to utterly fail them miserably. Then they look at you. That look says, “Remember what I said? Remember what I said you would do?” As far as you know, that will be the last exchange. It would have been a loving, caring relationship, and now it ends this way. Peter was devastated. 

Now we’re going to turn to the Resurrection. We’re going to turn to Mark’s Gospel, and there is an important point I want you to catch here. That is when we fall, when we fail, where is the heart of our Lord? Is the Lord out to get us because we failed Him? Is He somehow trying to get back at us? I know people that do that, that think that way. [That is] their theology.  

I knew somebody who had a skiing accident and was lying in bed. He was a friend of mine. He said, “God must really be punishing me.” He could tell what he did and “this is the reason why I’m here.” So God sent him into that tree because he sinned over here. There are a lot of people who view God in that way. Do you know of anybody who looks at God that way, that God will punish you when you fail Him? So that sickness, that death, or that heartache was sent by God? What kind of a god is that? Vindictive, revengeful.
So we read the story in Mark’s Gospel, the 16th chapter (page 1010). This is the oldest Gospel; even though it is second in its order, it is our oldest Gospel we believe.

“When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome…” I’ve heard people pronounce that salami, and that’s not good. It’s actually a beautiful name, so don’t mispronounce it like that. “… brought spices so that they might anoint Jesus’ body. Very early on the first day of the week, just after sunrise, they were on their way to the tomb and they asked each other, ‘Who will roll the stone away from the entrance of the tomb?’
“But when they looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, had been rolled away. As they entered the tomb, they saw a young man dressed in a white robe sitting on the right side, and they were alarmed.

“‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he said. ‘You are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here. See the place where they laid him. But His Disciples and Peter, He is going ahead of you into Galilee. There you will see Him, just as He told you.’

“Trembling and bewildered, the women went out and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.” 

 Did you catch the phrase here? It is two words that are significant. Tell the Disciples…and the two words are? And Peter. Why would Jesus do that? It would be sufficient to say, “Tell the Disciples” since Peter is a Disciple, but He doesn’t say that. He says, “Tell the Disciples and Peter.” 
Janet [Bales, the music and arts minister at FCC- Pastor is asking for her during the sermon] are you still back there? Is she in there? Okay, that’s fine. She doesn’t have to come out. I just pick on her because she is here. If I say, “Tell the staff and Janet this message.” Right away, that’s singling out Janet, and it’s saying to her, “There is something significant in that fact that he singled you out.” 

“Tell the Disciples and Peter…” Jesus is sending a message to Peter, and it’s a message of hope. It’s a message of restoration. When they finally meet one another, we won’t read the text in John, but He says three times, “Simon, do you love Me?”

Peter says, “Lord, You know I love You.”

Then He says, “Feed My sheep.”

Three times He asks him. Remember the prophesy? “…Satan’s desire to sift you as wheat, and when you turn, strengthen your brothers.” That’s the fulfillment of that prophesy. He says, “Now that you’ve repented, Peter, feed My sheep. Tend My lambs.”

So, that’s our dilemma, right? We think that through our willpower, through our sheer determination, we’re going to live for Christ. We soon learn that doesn’t work because Christianity is not about self-help. You can read plenty of books on willpower and self-help books out there. Christianity is not that. Christianity tells us the truth about ourselves that we don’t want to hear. That is that you and I are morally bankrupt and that we are spiritually lost. We need a savior. 
The promise of Scripture-let’s turn to the book of Ezekiel-is that God will do a supernatural work in the heart of the believer. Ezekiel 36:26 (page 857), God says to the Prophet Ezekiel these words in regard to their impurities and their sins. He says, “And you will work really hard, and try really hard and exercise great willpower. Because of your shear raw determination, you will succeed in crucifying your flesh and committing righteous acts.” Is that what it says? If that were the case, who would get the glory? We would, right? If that were the case, we don’t really need a savior if we can do it ourselves. 

But God says (in Ezekiel 36:26), “‘I will give you a new heart, and I will put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.’”

Those areas that are callous; those areas that are hard toward God; those areas that are bent towards sin, God says, “I can remove that and give you a heart which is tender, which is pliable, which is shapeable.”

“…‘And I will put My Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep My laws.’”
So when we keep the decrees of God, when we keep the laws of God, who even gets the glory for that? God does. That’s why Paul says “so that no man can boast.” 
I had a physical problem. Under my arm, I was putting on deodorant one day, and I noticed it hurt. I began to probe around a little bit, and I felt a bump. I said, “Well, that’s unusual.” It was just a little nodule, and then it began to grow over a period of days. Then I noticed another one. I said, “Well, this isn’t right. Now I’ve got two lumps that are getting bigger; they’re sore; so I’m going to go to the doctor.”
The doctor said, “Well, you have some tumors underneath your arm, so we’re going to have to remove those. We’ll have to go in and see what they are, and we’ll probably have to take them out.” Now, is that something I could do for myself? No. I can’t go in the mirror and “hey, I can do this a lot cheaper than the old doc can.” I can’t do that. So my job was to submit to the doctor to do for me what I could not do for myself. I lay down on the table. I remember the last words I spoke were something like this, “I don’t think this stuff is working.” Then, I heard laughter. The next thing I knew, I was waking up. “I don’t think this stuff is working,” ha, ha, ha, and then I wake up. 

There was a big bandage under there. How do I know the doctor did what he said he was going to do? First of all, I see the evidence of it. I see that when I feel my arm now, those lumps are gone. I’m still a little sore. There is evidence of change. How do I know all the lumps are gone? I know that because number one, he’s a doctor with a good reputation. Number two, he said so. He promised me he took them all out. So, really, what it boils down to is faith. 

You see, I believe God for righteousness in my life the same way I believed him for salvation. How do you know you’re saved this morning? Do you have a plaque on your wall from Heaven? Is there a plaque on your wall that says, “On this date, so and so: Saved. Signed, the Lord Jesus Christ.” Do you have that? You don’t have that.

 How do you know you’re saved? Well, I see evidence of Christ in my life. I see evidence of the work of the Spirit. The main way you know you’re saved is because God made a promise. You received that promise, so by faith, you believe you are saved. 
In that same way, Paul says in the Book of Romans 6:11 (page 1117). He says, “In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.” 
So when I come to Christ with a problem, and I’m serious about it…because it doesn’t matter what your weakness is: if your weakness is pride; if your weakness is lust; if your weakness is greed; if your weakness is dishonestly; a need for power of envy. Whatever you weakness is, or any variety of the weaknesses that you have, the cure is always the same. That’s why we’re not going to go down a list and say, “Well, what about this? What about that?” Because at the core or the root, it’s all the same. 

When you’re serious about that area of your life, the way you gain victory is to admit defeat. There is not a self-help book that is going to teach you that. 

Paul says, “When I am weak, then I am strong.” If I come to Christ, and I am truly and genuinely repentant of my sin; I am sick and tired of being sick and tired; I am disgusted by it; I am repulsed by it; I want it removed from my heart and my life, I come to God and confess it and say, “You have to take this away from me.” That’s when action takes place; that’s when it happens.
If you’re playing a game, and you’re not really serious. You say, “That was bad. Please forgive me,” but you’re not really serious about it, chances are nothing is happening there. But if you come to God in genuineness and sincerity and say, “God, do for me what I cannot do for myself. I am coming to You. I am falling on Your mercy,” you can expect God to act. That’s when you exercise faith that says, “I believe God will not only forgive my sin but cleanse me from unrighteousness.” That’s His promise.

There has been testimony after testimony after testimony of people who have for instance kicked an alcohol habit, maybe an anger issue or a forgiveness issue, you name it. They’ve tried and tried, and they keep tripping on that same rock until they finally come to Christ with a reckless abandon and throw it at the foot of the cross. They say, “Lord, I can’t do this.” That’s when God takes your heart of stone and gives you a heart of flesh. No matter what the area, the solution is the same. It’s a supernatural work. 

I can’t perform surgery on my own heart, physically; neither can I do it in the realm of the spirit. A person who thinks they can is just deceiving themselves. Because we got ourselves in the predicament we are in; who are we to think we’re going to get ourselves out? We need a Savior.

What a fitting way for us to wind down our series on “Heroes” by talking about the one true hero. 

There is a song that has really ministered to me over the years. It’s a song I really think will set the stage and prepare our hearts to receive of the Lord’s Supper. It’s a song by Chris Rice. It just wraps up not only this message, but it wraps up our series. We need a hero, and that hero is Christ. Let’s listen to the words of this song. It’s called “I Need a Hero.” (This is a link to read the lyrics: http://www.christianlyricsonline.com/artists/chris-rice/i-need-a-hero.html)
Father, we can identify with Peter. There have been times we have been so determined and so focused, “This time, this time I won’t let You down.” Our willpower has failed us time and time again. We want so desperately to be a hero. We want so desperately to please You. Lord, we have acknowledged today there is a war within. There’s an enemy without, and there is a war within. We have been freed from the penalty of sin. We are not free from the presence of sin. We are very much people who if left our own accord, we would leave our lives to destruction. You did send a Savior into the world. Lord Jesus Christ is our hero, and He does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. It’s fitting, and it’s right. We will conclude this series with focusing on the true hero, the one who took our place, the one who bravely faced sin, death and the grave and conquered them. It’s through Him that we conquer; it’s not through ourselves. We humbly admit our defeat. It’s then that You reign through us. So, Lord, as we receive the communion this morning, we celebrate Your victory, and we ponder Your love, we reflect on Your goodness. As we partake of the elements, we partake of your life. We affirm our covenant with You. We are so glad that we belong to You, Lord. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
I’m going to ask the ushers to pass out the communion. Let’s just have a moment of reflective and quiet personal prayer between you and the Lord. Then, we’ll receive together. I hope this series has been a blessing to you. I hope you’ve been challenged. I hope you’ve been ministered to these last six weeks. We’re going to start a new series on worship next week. One aspect of worship as we come together to sing and pray, reflect on His word, that’s one aspect. That’s certainly not the entirety of worship, so we’re going to be focusing on what is worship? Why is it important? Does God just need His ego stroked? Is He insecure in some way and needs us to affirm who He is? No. There is a whole lot more to it than that, so next week we’ll begin talking about that. After a few weeks, Easter is coming, and then we’ll return to the Gospel of Luke together. That’s what lies ahead. Let’s close in prayer.
Father, the Book of Psalms 103:14 says that You are mindful of our frame. You remember that we are but dust. Sometimes we think we are more than that, but we are reminded again and again that we are not. We are the created one; we are the creature, and You are the creator. We have a dependency upon You from the time we take our first breathes until the time we take our lasts and then into eternity. Father, I pray you would help us to take these lessons we’ve learned over these last six weeks as we study men like Gideon, Elijah, Nehemiah, Peter and Paul, they did heroic things for You because they lived a life of abandonment of faith through themselves upon Your mercy, through themselves upon Your grace. Then, and only then, were they able to be used by You. So, Father, we commit ourselves to you again this morning. We pray that You’d use our lives in a way that glorifies Your name. 
Lord, I also want to pray for those who have been traveling. I pray for these who are here as they travel home that You would keep Your hand upon the wheel of that care and bring them home safely. We also pray for those who are venturing out at 9:30 and 11 that Your hand would protect and rest upon them as well. Lord, You are our hero. You’re the one we want to be like. You’re the one we worship and love. We pray this in Your name, Jesus, Amen.
