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In many and various ways, every single day, we make thousands, if not more, decisions. The majority of us, excluding our very little ones, choose what to wear and what to eat. We decide when and if we go to work, and depending on the day and how we feel, how much work to do. We choose what to buy or not buy, where to shop, how much to spend, and how to pay for our purchases. We decide whether to run the red light or slow down and wait, although a few times the foot seems to have a mind of its own. We willingly determine whether to be lazy or productive, if we're going out or eating in, what TV shows to watch and even whether they are funny or not. We ourselves, not another, decide these things, for in almost every facet of life, we are in command. Or so we think. 


Case in point. You can drive as fast as you want. You can. However, there are consequences, because of the speed limit. Driving over it runs the risk of anything from a ticket to a fine to having your license revoked and even jail time, if you just can't drive 55. 


Likewise, you can go to work at whatever time you like, but in some instances, that may earn you a written warning, and if you continue to choose that option, getting fired. You can opt to abuse your spouse, verbally, emotionally and verbally, but it won't be long before the consequences of those actions becomes apparent. Kids, you can disobey your parents whenever you like, but you have already learned that doing so is probably not the best idea nor is it the most fun.  


We as Americans love to uphold and give credence to our freedoms, which indeed are many.  Yet, we are not entirely free, for there are others who are in authority over us. Those authorities, those who have been given the power, may in fact confine and even limit our freedoms and as a result, our choices. 


Some of these authorities we voted for, some we voted against. For example, you may not have voted for the county sheriff, in fact, you may have adamantly opposed his election, but after the election, you are still required to abide by the law and if you don't, he has the authority to arrest you for disobeying the laws. In conclusion, then, Indiana's native born rock star was right, when you fight authority, authority always wins. 


Now, sadly, there are times when those in authority abuse that authority, which will inevitably result in revolts, sometimes violent, against such abuse. The recent events in Egypt and Libya are evidence of this. There is only so much tolerance humans can exhibit for authorities that abuse their power, and when push comes to shove, authorities that abuse that authority will suffer consequences themselves. 


However, having said all that, God, as the ultimate authority over all other authorities, has himself commanded us to honor and obey those placed in authority over us. Luther's explanation of the Fourth Commandment says: “We should fear and love God so that we do not despise our  parents and masters, nor provoke them to anger, but give them  honor, serve and obey them, and hold them in love and esteem.” 


It's no secret that children and especially teens can go through some very rebellious years and  resist parental authority. Maybe you have as well, even in adult life, had bouts of rebellion, where you fought authority, for any number of reasons, good or bad. 


Do you know that each and every sin you commit is an act of rebellion against God's authority? Each sin is at its core a breaking of the First commandment, which clearly establishes who's in charge. To have no other gods means to have only one God, and it's not self. Which means we must be asking ourselves: While we are quick to claim Jesus as our Lord, how eager are we to honor the extent of that claim? And subsequently, what is the extent of God's authority over our lives? 


Though it's sadly true that we cannot NOT sin, it is also the honest true that we can and should avoid sin. You yourself can probably recall countless times when you were faced with a temptation, and though it nearly got the best of you, it didn't. You won the battle, you fought it off, and avoided sin. Each of those small victories is neither small nor inconsequential. 


Yet, while we will not always and in every instance succeed in avoiding sin, the better question is  how hard do we really try? If you're like most of us, it's easy to be lazy in our spiritual walk. It's easy, because this walk is a struggle, a strife that is as Paul says, a race to win. We agonize daily with the sinful flesh, fighting its lusts and passions, desperately resisting, and often giving in. 


On any given day, we can choose to walk away from temptation. We can shut off the computer instead of gazing at questionable pictures. We can tell the truth instead of making up lies. We can decide not to criticize our spouse, our friend, our fellow member. We can voluntarily decline to pass along gossip about another. We can control our lips and our actions, if we want. We can put the best construction on things and not create havoc and strife. Remember how this all started, talking about the multitude of decisions we make every day, freely? This applies to sin as well.  


Did you know that when you become a member of a church, you are voluntarily and of your own free will placing yourself under the authority of God? And because the church has been given the authority of God to forgive and retain sins, you are under the church's authority as well and the church can, if you refuse to repent of a sin, exercise discipline over you. What other club or association or social group do you belong to that lays claim to such a broad and sweeping power over your life? 


Jesus is either Lord of your life, your whole life, or He's not. And that means for the areas He's not, you are. God is NOT your co-pilot. God is THE pilot, captain, master, Lord, Ruler, King, of your life. Period. When the Father claimed you in baptism, when He called you to faith in His Son, when He gave His Son to be the atoning sacrifice for your sins, and when He brought you into His Kingdom and made you an heir, he also placed you squarely in the back seat. No back-seat driving allowed. 


Now, there may be times when God may let you go your own way, uh, take the wheel, so to speak, but don't be mistaken. He is still in control and He still has authority over all things, especially your life. You can walk your own path, but at the end of that path, you'll still come face to face with the Authority. Remember Mr. Mellencamp? Authority always wins. 


Now, it must be said that for the most part, we don't like that rebellious streak in us. I dare say that it troubles you greatly to break a commandment, because you do try to live under the Lordship of Christ. Isn't it exasperating to lay your head down at night and recall the day's mistakes and mess-ups and feel that all-too familiar poke of guilt? We do want God to be in control, yet that old nature in us  fights it so hard. It had to be forced into submission when we came to faith. God drowned it and put to death. Yet, it has arisen, and to this day, and beyond, it will continually fight against God's rightful authority.


For all our fears of people misusing and abusing authority, when authority is exercised in the most beneficial way, it can actually create and enhance freedom. When government does not overstep its bounds and acts with only the authority given by the Constitution, for the most part, our lives are peaceful and we enjoy freedom. 


Jesus has been given all authority on heaven and earth, and truthfully, always had it, since He is  God. So, He could, if He wanted to, Lord his lordship over us and force us into submission. He could severely punish any and all lawbreakers. That's his authority and that would be rightfully exercised authority. Yet that's not His way. He desires to be Lord of our lives, but Lord in the way that frees us to  serve him with joy and gladness. It is how He exercises His authority over us that imparts to us true freedom.


Jesus said, “I lay down my life for the sheep. . . of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father." Jesus  used his powerful authority by voluntarily placing himself under mankind's authority, in order to free us. Jesus earned the right to be Lord of our lives by giving up his life for us. He has bought and paid for our sins by his death, using all His authority in heaven and on earth for our salvation. He chose to give up His authority and willingly did the will of His Father. He has power on earth to forgive sins, and as the risen Christ, He now has the power in heaven to forgive our sins. The Father has accepted his sacrificial death and has granted Him the authority to wipe away all transgressions.


By his authority, by the full authority of Almighty God, your sins are wiped away. When a pastor pronounces the absolution in the worship service, it is as if God himself has come down here, and spoken the words. The Lord of the church has empowered His church to announce the forgiveness of sins, which is the authority of God. This is how much God loves us, that He sent His Son to die for us and He used every bit of his power and authority and lordship to do that one thing needful.


We are freed from being slaves of sin and are now blessed slaves of righteousness. Yet, because Jesus has given his life for us, we are not free to do as we please. For to do as we please oftentimes causes great harm. Rather, because we have been called by faith, because Christ has died on the cross to free us from sin's abusive and domineering authority, we are now under God's authority. And we gladly honor that authority, because God has always shown himself as a compassionate and caring Lord. 


Therefore, we live as He has called us to live, because He is our Lord, the authority of our lives. We do not endeavor to obey the commandments out of fear of punishment, like we do not speed out of fear of tickets. We seek to obey God's commands because it is in such holy living that we exercise the God-imparted authority over that old nature that often fights against authority. Put another way: Because we have been baptized into Christ and have had Christ put on us, we have all authority in heaven and on earth to rule our own bodies. We are in charge. 


We rule our bodies, we reign them in, control them, train and direct them, for our own good. We exercise control over our sinful lusts and passions, because Jesus has given us the power to live the sanctified life. 


We also rule our bodies and willingly live by God's commands for the good of others. For when we avoid sin and fight temptation, we are not only living examples of the power of Christ, we show others that living the Christian life is beneficial and freeing.


As God's redeemed saints, God has given each of you the authority to forgive or retain the sins of others. That is a great power, as you no doubt can attest. That power can be abused, and that abuse can ruin relationships, lives and the fellowship of a congregation. This power must be handled with care. When used for good, it benefits us in ways that we have yet to realize. Think about that the next time you are tempted to withhold forgiveness. The power that has been given to you could make a huge difference in someone's life. And in yours. 


With authority comes responsibility. We, because Jesus is our Lord, have the power to create and enhance true freedom for our brothers and sisters in Christ as they do for us. This is the proper exercise of godly authority. This is the authority that Jesus had as Son of God, and this authority He has given to the church to use, for the good of all humanity. Who's in charge? Why, you are. You have the authority to forgive. You have the authority to love unconditionally. You have the power to make this church a place where the power of love and the exercise of grace change lives. Use this power wisely and for the good of all. Amen.  

