THE DAY OF RECKONING

John 12:12-19

April 17, 2011 (Confirmation Day)


Brother and sisters in Christ, and especially to you, David and Scott: 


I first want to commend both of you for your hard work these past two years. It has been my joy to have taught you the foundations of the Lutheran faith, and I assure you I derived no pleasure in making you write the memory work five times when you forgot to memorize it. Well, not much pleasure, anyway. 


Therefore, it is my great pleasure to tell you that  yes, it is officially over. You may know breathe a sigh of relief. I know that maybe at some point these past two years, you might have wondered what difference all this stuff will make years from now, after you're through college and have a job and are married and have kids and a house and a mortgage and grown-up stuff like that. I'm sure you are ecstatic that you don't have to memorize any more of Luther's stilted and run-on sentences. You may have wanted to tell your parents and me that you'll probably forget it all precisely one minute AFTER you have received your confirmation certificate. 


What was it all for? That's a fair question to ask and one that deserves an answer. You're not the first to ask that question. Most who grew up Lutheran went through the same years of Confirmation instruction you did, maybe more. And probably without fail, most balked and argued and asked that same question. What was it all for?


Well, today could be described as a day of reckoning. Today, before all these people, you will make some promises that in all likelihood you will consider breaking some time in the future. Today, you will publicly proclaim your faith in Christ and bind yourself to the confession of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, a confession that has stood the test of time for hundreds of years. Today, you publicly profess your allegiance to Christ. That profession will put you solidly in unity with the church of God, and it also puts you solidly in the cross-hairs of the enemy, the devil. 


Jesus' triumphal entry into Jerusalem was a similar day of reckoning. Jesus entered the city and  the last week of his  life. The week began with shouts of praise and adoration as Jesus rode on the donkey. Though the crowd praised Him as the King, by Friday, they were calling for His death. The week ended in beatings, mockings, intense pain and agony, denial by Peter and abandonment by the other disciples, and betrayal by a follower, with a kiss no less, a sign of love. He faced rulers bent on gleefully destroying him and a devil filled with so much hatred we cannot fathom its intensity. Jesus' life was snuffed out with a horrific and excruciating crucifixion. 


You probably will not ever have such a hard week or year or life for that matter. You probably will not face crowds calling for your head. You will not be whipped till your flesh is in shreds or be crucified. So why, then, do I say that Jesus' day of reckoning is similar to this day, your day of confirmation?


It's because we all face the same foes. The unholy trinity of sin, death and the power of the devil. As a little child, you were probably unaware of this wicked and powerful consortium working in the spiritual realm, bent on your destruction. These past 13 years, God has sheltered you in the shadow of His wings. Your parents have cared for you, supplied you with all your needs, and guarded your life with their very lives. For the most part, you lived a peaceful life.


But today, that all changes. For today, you will profess the faith, with faith, I pray. You will publicly announce that you are one of Jesus' followers. And in so doing, you take upon yourself the responsibility of being one of Jesus' disciples and that makes you a sworn enemy of that unholy trinity. You probably already have begun to wrestle with temptations and battle your own demons. You probably already have met a world hostile to Jesus, and because they are hostile to Him, they will be as well to you, as one who bears His name and confesses solidarity with Him. 


Now, I know, this may sound a bit frightening. Down deep, all Christians are afraid, for each of us  has and continues to struggle daily temptation, and we all often fail, as you have and will. We all know how strenuous it is to resist the devil's attacks. We all know how He has tricked us with his lies and half-truths. We all have failed to resist him, sometimes giving in way too readily. We all battle daily with that unholy trinity, and if it weren't for Jesus, we would lose in the end. 


Having been fed a weekly diet of the meat of the Word these past two years, your faith has grown and become stronger. You now have a better understanding of what the Gospel is really all about. You now know what it means to say with conviction that Jesus died for your sins, because you have faced the seriousness of your sins and felt genuine sorrow, contrition, for them. You have learned why Jesus was born a man, so that He could take our place under the Law and die. You have learned why Jesus is fully God, so He could live the perfect life as our substitute and be the perfect Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 


You have heard and understand with a deeper comprehension that Jesus' resurrection is the victory over that unholy trinity, and by faith, it is your victory as well. You have been baptized into Christ's death, and that means you have been united with His resurrection. Death will not win. The grave shall not be your final destination, for Heaven is our home, your home. 


Today is a day to celebrate and acknowledge the faith that God gave you in baptism and to rejoice over the growth that your faith has experienced since then. Today, you pick up your cross and follow Jesus, losing your life so that you might find it from Him. This day of reckoning is the day you put aside childish things and show the maturity of faith.  


Today, you will promise before God and all here that you believe and confess what this Lutheran Church believes and confesses, which you have learned from the Small Catechism. This day, you will promise that not even the threat of death will move you from this confession. This confession is the blossom of faith that was produced by the seed that was planted in you in your baptism. It is something the whole church rejoices to hear you proclaim. We praise God for your saving faith as we praise God for our saving faith. 


Your parents did you the best favor they could have ever done for you by bringing you to the baptismal font. They brought you to the Lord, who adopted you as His child, purchased with the innocent blood of Jesus. In the water with the name of our Triune God, you were saved by grace through faith. God promised He would be your God and never leave you nor forsake you. He promised to always love and forgive you and to keep you in His tender care to the day He calls you to be with him. 


That simple Gospel story, that Jesus died for you on the cross of Calvary, can sometimes seem blasé or plain. You've heard it so many times over the years that you may tend to regard it as unimportant. Yea, yea, Jesus died on the cross. Heard it all before. 


Yet have you realized that all these years, all the years of Sunday school and confirmation were about the same old story? All the things you learned in confirmation are grounded and grow out of the same Gospel story. Now you know, as do the rest here, what is jam-packed into that simple phrase, “Jesus died for me.” It's stuffed full of God's promises and assurance and hope. 


This is the story of God and His love for you. It's always been the story that Christians the world over and for time eternal have clung to when things get tough and life gets rough and tribulation and death get in our faces. It's the old, old story, yet is never grows old for all who are in Christ. It's a grand tale about Christ and his work on the cross of Calvary for you, David and Scott and for all who believe in Jesus. 


When you are burdened with sin, this story will tell you of God's forgiveness for all your sins. When you are weighed down with guilt, this old, old story will comfort you because Jesus took your guilt upon himself on the cross. When you feel lonely or depressed, this story will lift you up to the love of Christ that is unconditional and eternal. Jesus promised you back in your baptism that nothing in all creation could take you away from Him. That's what all that memory work was for, so that when your life turns hard, you'll remember the Word of God and once again hear His promises for you.


Today is special also because you will be able to partake of the Lord's Supper with those who have attended countless times before. This is the day or reckoning when you put what you have memorized concerning the Lord's Supper from up here in your brain into down here in your heart. Take, eat, this is His body, given for you. Take, drink, this is His blood, shed for you. Take into your hand the body and blood of Christ. Take into your mouth the bread of forgiveness and the wine of release, purchased for you by Jesus' sacrificial death on Calvary. 


Now, I must tell you, that in the coming years, you may be tempted to blow off church. You may be tempted to put your Small Catechism in a drawer somewhere or let it collect dust. I guarantee you will be tempted to put God aside as unimportant, because up to now, your parents pretty much made you come and I made you read the Bible. From this day, though, the challenge will be for you to care for the gift of faith the Lord gave you. Will you feed it or let it starve? Will you exercise it regularly or let it fall into disuse? Will you follow Jesus or will you go your own way? Today is your day of reckoning, and I pray that the promises you make today will not be forgotten or broken tomorrow.


One other thing you should probably be aware of. Since your baptism, you have been a part of God's family here. This is a great family, a loving and compassionate family, a family that is fiercely loyal. This family can be one of your greatest sources of support, encouragement and help in the coming years. In short, you need us and we need you. And we all need Jesus, every day. 


God has promised that the time you have spent in His Word will not be for naught. God guarantees that each day you spend with Him in prayer and in His Word will strengthen you for the day and comfort you in the strife. He is the one who sent His one and only Son, that you, who believe in Him, might have eternal life. May the God of all peace empower you to do His will, follow Him in faith and boldly proclaim His love to the world. Look to your Heavenly Father for all your needs, for He will supply them with the riches of His grace in Christ. Amen.  

