SERMON                                           HIGHLAND                                                  5-1-11
                                             “HUMAN INTERFERENCE.”

                                                                                                                     JOHN 15:9-17.

Psalm 78:41: “Yea, they turned back and tempted God, and they limited the Holy One of Israel.” 
My friends, an old sage was asked the question: “tell me, when you say that one man is good and another bad, what exactly do you mean?”
 “Why,” replied the sage, “I use those words in a biblical sense. When I say that one man is good, I mean that he lives to fulfill the purposes of God; when I say that another man is bad, I mean that he lives to frustrate the purposes of God.”
Our text for this morning is the Psalmist’s reflection upon the conduct of a people at a particular point in Biblical history. Those words are said about the children of Israel, a pilgrim people who seemed completely involved in God’s purposes and of whom the verdict of history was that they were an instrument in his hands. But as we read their story, it is marked by rebellion, stubbornness and shame, reflected by their continually getting in God’s way. And the basis of it all lay in the poverty of their faith and in their inadequate understanding of God’s power and grace.
My friends look at the evidence. At the beginning, when they saw the Red Sea before them and heard the Egyptian chariots behind them, do we remember how they turned on Moses and shouted: 

 “It were better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in this wilderness.”
They failed to realize how big God is compared to their small whimpering stumbling faith.

Time and again their attitudes and actions led the Psalmist to lay down the verdict:

“They limited the Holy one of Israel. They limited God!”

Well, we could dismiss this as simply a chapter of ancient history, but the principal involved here is as up-to-date as this morning’s sunrise. Even the most casual glance at the way we are living today shows us quite clearly that we still limit God.

We still get in his way.

We still fence God in; 
Human interference is real. 
We do so whenever we place limits upon his love, his claims his purposes and his power. 
And the most grievous evidence is when we permit the size of our lives to determine the size of our God.
God has a high purpose and intention for all of us as a nation, as a church and as individuals.
 Shall we then spend our time getting in his way?

Will some future generation say of us?
“Yea they turned back and tempted God,
And they limited the Holy One of Israel?”

My friends, lets bring this principle into the everydayness of our common life.

Firstly, we get in God’s way when we limit the boundaries of his influence.

Lord Melbourne, who was Queen Victoria’s first Prime Minister, was heard murmuring when leaving church one Sunday morning, 
“Religion is all very well, but it is going a bit too far when it begins to interfere with one’s private life!”

This is our most frequent way of limiting God. We are willing to let God have his way with us for an hour on Sunday morning, but all too often we cut him off after the benediction, and during the rest of the week our philosophy on life is, 
“Business is business and religion is religion, and never the twain shall meet.”
We limit God when we fail to see that religion is not merely worship, but that it is worship that determines molds and shapes our daily life. And what our world yearns to see today is not a God who is confined within the walls of any one church, but a God who is active in the home, within the professions, in the world of business and that because we have encountered his holy being in a meaningful act of worship in church.
But the matter goes deeper than this: We try frequently to make this God who we worship in Church into our own pet pattern and claim him exclusively as our own. As soon as we begin thinking of the only true Christian as being Presbyterian, Methodist, Episcopalian or whatever, we get in God’s way and create a situation that the religious pioneers of our country fought so hard against. And incidentally this is a problem created by our own attitude to our own creeds. Whenever any Christian denomination seemingly says: 
“If you jump through our hoop, if you sign on our dotted line, we will be happy to arrange for you a personal introduction to our God!”

My friends that is an attitude that promotes ‘churchiness’ in its worst form, against which Jesus in his own day hurled the most vehement denunciation. The only religion that can attract and challenge the world of our time is that which produces in us the highest form of moral and spiritual character. And this comes not from a God whom we encase within the boundaries of our own making, but from one whose greatness fills the horizon of our life.
During WW 2 a young soldier lay dying on the field of battle and a Roman Catholic chaplain ran to his side, “No,” protested the boy, “I don’t belong to your church!”

“No matter,” said the chaplain, “you belong to my God.”

Secondly, we get in God’s way when we refuse to give him his chance with us.

Today surveys will show that most people in the United States say that they believe in God. But the quality and integrity of that belief is shown in the degree to which they permit God to intervene in their lives.

Many only call on God eagerly when they face a crisis or get into a jam, but for the rest of the time they prefer to run their life in their own way. There are still others who believe in God for a dividend. Like the children of Israel they hold onto God when things are going well, but when their flimsy faith does not pay off the shake their fist in God’s face and blame him.

Or then there are those superficial believers who acknowledge God’s everyday attributes, his love his power his grace, but when they come face to face with lives exacting demands then they fret worry and despair like the forlorn orphans of the human race. Now all of these have one thing in common:

They do not let God have a place or action in their lives.

They get in God’s way either through their super-ego or whimpering complaints.

I think that this points up a major flaw in the exercise of our religious beliefs today.

God has become something to be possessed and used for personal advantage, to guarantee success or to help us always to be number one.

In our thinking, however, we fail to see that life consists not in our possessions but in our being possessed. We flaunt our high standard of living, and say, “all this belongs to us!”
But we do not proceed further to the more important question: “to what do we belong?” 
My friends, life consists in our being able to be possessed by something infinitely greater than ourselves, to which we give freely all our zeal and passion and thereby find the true secret of living. To allow God to have his chance with us involves openness of mind and heart, and this begins when we each ask ourselves seriously: 
“What claims my life?”

“To whom or what do I give the highest allegiance of my soul and will?”

Only God is big enough to claim the whole of our life. St. Paul testifies, 
“I live, yet not I, but Christ who lives in me, and the life I now live in the flesh, I live by the faith of the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me.”(Gal. 2:20).

And all of this leads me to a final thought this morning:

We get in God’s way when we limit the greatness of God’s love.

In the great crises and tragedies of life, like the children of Israel, we are all too ready to conclude that God’s love has run out, that he has ceased to care.

But, my friend, God is never the author of tragedy. He stands faithfully within each tragedy, where he is able to support his own.

We limit God when we cast doubts upon his love.
For his love is like any other love; as it can always be measured by the amount it is ready to give. And God gave everything! And no one of us is beyond the scope of his love.

John Henry Jowett at the close of his ministries in New York and London said:

“I proclaimed always that everyone is in the love grip of the eternal.”
And I am sure that many of us have found that when life seemed to have tumbled in and we were at the very edge of things, the love of God was all that we had left and if the truth be told it was all that we really needed anyway!

Should we ever presume then to limit God?

AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                                    AMEN.
