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Sermon “What If?”

Scriptures:

Romans 8:28-30

And we know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose. For whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren. Moreover whom He predestined, these He also called; whom He called, these He also justified; and whom He justified, these He also glorified. 

Ephesians 1:3-12

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love, having predestined us to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He made us accepted in the Beloved. 

In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace which He made to abound toward us in all wisdom and prudence, having made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself, that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times He might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven and which are on earth — in Him. In Him also we have obtained an inheritance, being predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all things according to the counsel of His will, that we who first trusted in Christ should be to the praise of His glory. NKJV

The word that jumps out at us in today’s Scripture reading is “predestination.”   Now, we Methodists don’t talk much about predestination. Rarely, if ever, do pastors preach on the subject. My theology professor in seminary refused to discuss it with the class when questions were asked. The subject doesn’t even come up when questions are being asked by the ordination board. 
Perhaps all this would have been different had we all been Presbyterians—because, traditionally, the doctrine has been a part of their belief system ever since its formation. 
But as far as the Methodists are concerned, the doctrine of predestination is not among our most emphasized doctrines. John Wesley, our founding father, sets the stage by rejecting the definition that was taught by John Calvin—that only certain individuals, who were elected by God, would be saved. The rest of us (and no one knows who is who) are doomed to Hell no matter how good we are or how hard we try. When the matter was debated among church leaders, John Wesley rejected this definition and reacted to it by going in the opposite direction—as the preacher did in this illustration:
The story is told of a Methodist preacher and a Presbyterian preacher who decided to exchange pulpits in their town one Sunday. The Presbyterian believed in full predestination. The Methodist did not. On that Sunday morning, each was riding his horse to the other’s church and they happened to meet. The Presbyterian said: “It has been decreed from all eternity that we should exchange pulpits today.” The Methodist replied: “Oh, really! Then I won’t do it.” With that he turned, rode to his own church and preached there.

Well, it appears that nothing much has changed since those early days. The Methodist Church, as a whole, continues to pass over the doctrine—even when Scriptures containing the word predestination come up. 
And yet, the doctrine of predestination remains an important part of Christian theology. The fact that the word is present in both of today’s Scripture readings is an indication that it is worth looking into. 
So, the questions we have before us this morning are these: What does the word actually mean, and what does it mean to us? Let’s take a closer look…

In the Greek language, 
the word “predestination”  
is defined as a decision about human life 

that God makes beforehand, 
pre-determining our destiny 
…from the eternal realm.

And why is this a problem?  (one might ask)
Well, because the definition leaves room for many questions, like:

“If some of us have been predestined and others have not,



how would we know who’s who?”
and…

“If we found out that we were not among those who had been predestined,


what purpose would there be for us in trying to live Godly lives?”

and…

“If it has been predetermined who is saved and who is not,

what purpose would there be in


 going into the world and trying to make disciples for Jesus Christ?”
These are all valid questions--definitely worth looking into.

And the way that Methodists do this best 

is by using the method of theological reflection

known as the Wesleyan Quadrilateral.
Developed by a man named Albert Outler in 1964,
Outler identified that Wesley used four different sources 

in coming to theological conclusions. 

The four sources are:

· Scripture - the Holy Bible (Old and New Testaments) 

· Tradition - the history of the Christian Church 

· Reason - rational thinking and sensible interpretation 

· Experience - a Christian's personal and communal journey in Christ 

Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience.


And this is how they work together:
“The living core of the Christian faith 

is revealed in Scripture, 

illumined by tradition, 

vivified in personal experience, 

and confirmed by reason.” 

So this morning,


 we will use this tool: 

We will put the method to us
and interpret the doctrine of predestination

in a way that 
(I believe) 
will make help the doctrine make sense to us.

Scripture first: 
According to Wesley,

Scripture is always our primary source, 

“revealing the Word of God

 'so far as it is necessary for our salvation.'"

We don’t just look to one scripture, though.
We try to consider as many as we can 

on that particular subject.

This morning’s Scriptures give us two. 
These use the word predestination specifically.

Paul, in his letter to the Romans,


tells us that the family of God is made up of many people, saying: 
For those whom he foreknew 
he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, 
in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family.   

And exactly whom does God foreknow?

The Psalmist, who was a mouthpiece for all,


says it best

--teaching us that God knew all of us 

before we were even born.

In # 139 he proclaims:

For it was you who formed my inward parts;

you knit me together in my mother's womb . 

I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

Wonderful are your works;

that I know very well. 

My frame was not hidden from you,

when I was being made in secret,

intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 

Your eyes beheld my unformed substance.

In your book were written 

all the days that were formed for me,

when none of them as yet existed. 

We are assured us that God thinks of each and every one of us 

--even before our birth
calling us into being, 

giving us individuality, 

identifying each of us as His child.

We have all been called by God.

This is not the end, though 

--there is more.

According to Scripture, only those who do the will of God will be saved.

Through Peter’s letter to the churches,

God has taught us that 

He is not willing that any should perish 
--but that all should come to repentance. 

And this is why we reach out to one another

--so that all can be saved.

The church’s tradition is built around this 
functioning as though 

all persons are called by God to serve Him



--and that anyone who believes 

that Jesus Christ is the Son of God






and seeks to live according to his example







can be saved.


Traditionally, 

we have believed and taught this: 
that it is God’s will 

that all become his sons and daughters.
Next, our sense of reason convinces us 

that we have free will



--that God has given us the freedom to choose




what we will do, say, and think in this life.

For, we know that God has not made us puppets



but as persons who have a mind.
Unfortunately, though,

many persons in today’s world 

are not very interested in hearing about God.

They are so caught up in themselves and their own personal agenda 

that any talk of God’s will threatens them. 

As a society, 

we are so convinced of our total freedom 

and our right to do as we please 

that nothing must interfere with it. 

You may have noticed the poem that Timothy McVeigh (Oklahoma City bomber) 
quoted just before his execution.

It was from William Ernest Henley’s Invictus, 

two verses, which say:

 

Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the Pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul.
It matters not how straight the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul.

How tragic it is that there are those who cannot or will not 

surrender their own will 

and conform to the will 

of the One who created thrm 

and continues to call us all.

We can’t help but wonder what happened in their lives

--to lead them to commit such heinous acts as this.  

And this leads us to the 4th and final step in our theological process: 

Experience


--what our personal and communal journey through life has taught us.

For the Christian,

we look to our past
--so that we can learn and grow from it.

We, the people of West Covina United Methodist Church

are currently undergoing this process 

--as we look back upon our 55 years as a congregation.
And there is one thing our communal journey has taught us--for certain: 

--God has sustained us. 
When we look to the past 

and see how God’s hand held this congregation together 

through thick and thin,  




we can be assured 

that God will continue to be with us 

and provide for us

in the years to come.
 

Looking back is one way our faith grows.

It works the same on a personal level, 

our faith grows

--by looking back 

at how God has sustained us individually over the years 

We can trust that God will not abandon us


--that He will continue to be with us 

all the days of our lives. 

God does have a purpose for us, 
and ultimately, 

that purpose will be accomplished. 
As God has proclaimed through the prophet Jeremiah: 
“…surely I know the plans I have for you, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me and come and pray to me, I will hear you. When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, I will let you find me, says the LORD…” 

Scripture, Tradition, Reason and Experience, all of these teach us

that we must do our part.

As the spirit of God calls to us, we must call upon God and come and pray to Him.

Scripture teaches us that when we do, God will hear us. 

When we search for God, we will find God; 

if we seek Him with all our heart, God will let us find Him.
A prominent theologian named Origen wrote about this in the year 250 AD 
--about the journey of the soul toward God. 
Much of what Origen taught was eventually rejected by the Church,

but one of his teachings that has stayed with us 

is that the soul’s very source is God 
and that every soul is traveling back to oneness with God 
via the lessons learned in life. 
“Christ came to show us what we can become,” Origen claimed. 
And then , many years later, the doctrine of predestination was developed,

saying that God will take us and his universe 
where he wants us to be. 
The doctrine of predestination teaches us 

that God has pre-determined a high and holy destiny for us, 
and that God will see to it that we arrive there.


One of my favorite analogies is to see our world 
as a gigantic aircraft carrier:

On the deck there is much freedom, 
but the great carrier moves toward the goal set by its captain; 
and we can count on this. 

But first, we have to listen for the invitation

and then get on board.

Like the prophet Isaiah, who was chosen by God for a specific task.


we must believe that we have been chosen, too.

Famous preacher Charles Spurgeon applied this great truth to himself, saying:

I believe the doctrine of election, because I am quite sure that if God had not chosen me I should never have chosen him; and I am sure he chose me before I was born, or else he never would have chosen me afterwards; and he must have elected me for reasons unknown to me, for I never could find any reason in myself why he should have looked upon me with special love. So I am forced to accept that doctrine.

The truth is:

We cannot earn God’s love

--no matter how hard we try. 

It is a gift --given freely and unconditionally.
Jew or gentile.

Slave or free.

Male or female.

Rich or poor.

Young or old.

Educated or illiterate.

Healthy or sick.

God chooses all kinds of people. 
In his great mercy, 
God has invited the whole world to come into His Kingdom. 
God stands, waiting for our hand to go up 

and for us to respond with the words
“Here I am Lord, send me.”
Let us join in the singing of the hymn now


--which you will find on page 593 of your Hymnal.

