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"Celebrating God’s Mighty Historical Acts"

Scripture Passages:
1) Hebrews 3:1-19



2) Psalm 136
Introduction to the Psalms: A few weeks ago I introduced us to the three primary kinds of Psalms: Hymns, Laments, and Thanksgiving.  The reality is that these three categories tend to run together and work their way into many of the Psalms.  

     Today we start looking at these three categories of Psalms and we begin with the Hymns of Praise.  One type of praise hymn focuses on the historical acts of God.  A wonderful example of this kind of hymn is Psalm 136.  If you would, pull out your pew Bibles and turn to page 576 of the Old Testament.  We are going to read this responsively.  If you look there is a repeated refrain through this Psalm.  I will read the imperative describing God’s faithful act and you will respond with the refrain, “For His steadfast love endures forever.”  Listen to the Word of God!

Read Psalm 136 Responsively
The Two Refrains: In the letter to the Hebrews the refrain was to beware of a Hardened Heart.  In Psalm 136 the refrain is to be in wonder over the steadfast love of the Lord.  I think these two refrains are connected to one another.  They are like two sides of the same coin.  On one side of the coin is a hardened heart.  On the other side of the coin is a heart filled with the steadfast love of the Lord.  It seems to me that to live in wonder at the steadfast love of the Lord serves as the perfect vaccination and cure for a hardened heart.  You see what Psalm 136 describes is a person’s, and a community’s wonder at the faithfulness of God.  If we live in wonder at God’s steadfast love for us, then it becomes quite difficult to live with a hardened heart.
 A Hardened Heart: Dickens’ character “Scrooge” typifies the stereotypical hardened heart, but even Scrooge’s hardened heart was transformed.  No heart has become so hard that the steadfast love of the Lord can’t melt that hardened heart transforming it into a thankful heart.
     Today’s passages are like a visit to the spiritual cardiologist.  Today’s two passages challenge us to consider the state of our spiritual hearts.  How open is our heart to the transforming love of the Holy Spirit?  Have we given the Holy Spirit full access to our hearts?  Or does the Holy Spirit only have partial access to our hearts?  For instance, do we only let the Holy Spirit in when we are sure it is safe and we are going to stay in control fully directing any heart adjustments that might be called for?  Or as is being addressed in the letter to the Hebrews do we have a full blown case of a hardened heart, where we completely shut out the transforming love of the Holy Spirit?  What is the state of our spiritual heart?  What is the state of our corporate heart as a church?  As a congregation do we let the transforming love of the Holy Spirit direct how we live together as a community of faith?  What would you say?
Wayward Israelites: Interestingly, it is the Israelites traveling through the wilderness after God has just set them free from slavery who the author of Hebrews uses as the stereotypical group with hardened hearts, while in Psalm 136 it is those very saving acts of God that assure the worshiping community of the steadfast love of our Lord.  Two sides to the same coin: a hardened heart or a heart celebrating the steadfast love of the Lord!
     Amazingly what this says is that it is not the outsider who has the hardened heart, but the insider.  It is the very people who have experienced God’s saving grace who seem to develop hardened hearts.  It is the people who gather together in worship every Sunday morning who seem to develop hardened hearts.  Of course those of us on the inside think it is the people on the outside who have the hardened hearts, but Scripture is clear it is the insiders who develop the hardened hearts.  It is the Israelites who have just experienced God’s saving grace whose hearts become hardened.  It is the Pharisees who are waiting for a Messiah, scoffing at Jesus’ healing ways who have developed hardened hearts.  It is the religious people who have developed hardened hearts.  
     In his introduction to the Letter of the Hebrews, Eugene Peterson writes, “It seems odd to have to say so, but too much religion is a bad thing.  We can’t get too much of God, can’t get too much faith and obedience, can’t get too much love and worship.  But religion –the well-intentioned efforts we make to “get it all together” for God—can very well get in the way of what God is doing for us.  The main and central action is everywhere and always what God has done, is doing, and will do for us.  Jesus is the revelation of that action.  Our main and central task is to live in responsive obedience to God’s action revealed in Jesus.  Our part in the action is the act of faith.”

     Has our trying to get it together as the church hardened our hearts to the steadfast love of the Lord?  Has our trying to get it together as the church lessened our wonder for the awesome love of God?  Has our trying to get it together as the church stopped our marveling at God’s grace?  Have all of our meetings and planning and programming and fundraisers and cleaning and fixing given us hardened hearts to the steadfast love of the Lord?  Have we become like the whining, bickering, lost Israelites in the wilderness, rather than the joyful, excited, saved people of God?

     “O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good.”  Do we believe that?  Do we live our lives as a response to the goodness of our God?
     Psalm 136 rehearses the faithful, saving, gracious, loving acts of God through history, but then it moves to the personal: “It is God who remembered us in our low estate, rescued us from our foes, and who gives food to all flesh.”  We are that us.  God is with us.

     We have a God who remembers us in our low estate.  In other words, we have a God who is always with us, in the good times and the bad times.  We have a God who is always with us even when God should have given up on us long ago.  We have a God who is patient with us as we wander through the wilderness, whining and bickering.  We have a God who just keeps knocking on the door of our hardened hearts.  We have a God who loves us unconditionally.  

      God’s steadfast love endures forever!  Does that fact just blow our minds?  Do we wonder and marvel at God’s steadfast love?  Can we let the reality of God’s steadfast love chip away at our hardened heart?

     We have a God who rescues us from our foes.  We have a God who is there with us when the bully at work or school or on the team or even at church chooses to pick at us next.  We have a God who is there when our closest friend lets us down.  We have a God who is ready to pick us up when we realize that we are often our own greatest foe.  We have a God who holds us close when we realize how our own hardened heart has frozen our ability to love.
     God’s steadfast love endures forever!  Wow!  How wonderful and marvelous!  Can we let that reality chip away at our hardened heart?

     We have a God who feeds us our daily bread.  Yahweh who created an infinite number of galaxies, and an infinite number of stars, and has power beyond comprehension and wisdom and knowledge beyond understanding loves you and I so much that, that very God is concerned about our daily nourishment.  Our God more than anything wants to be in relationship with us, to be our Shepherd, our Divine Parent, our Living Water.  Our God wants to lead us on the path to life and wholeness and truth.  Our God is ready to lead us out of our idolatries and our addictions.  Our God is ready to lead us through death to resurrection and new life.  Our God is ready to feed us our daily bread, and renew us with the cup of salvation.  The Holy Spirit lives within us knocking on the door of our hearts, but have they become hardened to the love of our God?
     The steadfast love of the Lord endures forever!  Can you believe that astounding news?  Can we let the reality of God’s steadfast love chip away at our hardened hearts?

Conclusion: As we come to the table today let us open our hardened hearts to the steadfast love of the Lord.  Let us leave the table in wonder of our God.  Amen.

