September 16, 2007
1 Timothy 1:12-17; Luke 15:1-10
Sermon: “Welcome to Church — Only Sinners Allowed In”
Textt“ Chri st Jesus came into the wor

Have you ever been set up? Played for a patsy? Hoo-dooed? |
have.

Carol and | were in Jerusalem and we were standing in line
on a beautiful sunny day, waiting our turn to offer a prayer at the
Western Wall, also know as the Wailing Wall. It is the holiest of
places for Jews, the last remaining section of the Temple that was
destroyed in 70AD by the Romans. Today, people of both faiths,
Christian and Jew, come to the Wall to offer prayers, and to write
prayer requests on little pieces of paper and slip them into the
cracks between the stones.

When we got to the head of the line, I went right and Carol
went left because, by Jewish custom, men and women do not pray

together. As I got to the wall, I was folding my prayer slip in half

to insert it into the crack, when | noticed a bearded little man



walking toward me from the right. And | got a little nervous. He
looked a little bit like a street person.

“I’ll pray with you, my brother,” he said in a noticeable
Israeli accent.

“All right.” I said, not wanting to be discourteous as a tourist
in this man’s native land. Besides, I don’t usually pass up the
opportunity to pray for someone or to have them pray for me.

That’s when I got the surprise of my life, because he thrust
his open hand into my face and said, “For five dollars, American
money; I’ll pray for you. My name is Schlomo.”

“Look Schlomo,” I said. “I appreciate the offer, but I'm
perfectly capable of praying by myself, and it won’t cost me a cent
to do it either.”

He persisted. “Gimme five dollars and I pray for you.” Well,
this was starting to get pretty serious. | mean, Schlomo was right in
my face. Besides, he had rotten teeth, and his breath was enough

cause the Wailing Wall to, well, weep.



Again, | said no; and again, he persisted. Finally, | said:
“Schlomo, I’m not gonna pay for you to pray with me. But if you
go and breathe on somebody else — here’s five bucks. Now take
off.”

| got hoo-dooed! But, | gotta admit — Schlomo was persistent.

Jesus’ critics are persistent, too. The Pharisees and the scribes
dog him throughout the Gospels, and stick to his hide like white on
rice. In today’s lesson, they’re complaining that he fraternizes too
much with sinners. You know — them! The wrong kind of people.
They must have thought to themselves, “If he was for real he’d be
hanging out with the right kind of people — you know, the good,
decent upstanding folks, like us?”

And what does Jesus do about this criticism? Well, he tells
them all a story. He tells them about a God who has this thing for
sinners. In the Old Testament lesson for this morning, the prophet
Jeremiah talks about a God who longs for fellowship with his
people. The God of Israel is not happy that his people go their own

way and forget all about him. Jeremiah says that the God we



worship is not some impersonal bureaucrat in the sky, who makes
up rules and then waits for us to break them, just so he can “smite
us.”

No! Here is a God who is passionately involved with his
people. When Israel strayed, like lost sheep, God did not just sit
back and watch as they wandered off into oblivion. Instead, he sent
prophets to warn them of their self-destructive habits and to call
them back home. That’s the kind of persistent, never-failing God
we serve, my friends. He puts up with us, consistently, even
though we’re always trying to hoo-doo him and hoo-doo each
other. And when we finally return home, he welcomes us with
open arms.

As another example of this God and his persistence, the
apostle Paul refers to his own experience. Here, in his first letter to
Timothy, Paul refers to his own story of the incredible forgiveness
and mercy of God in Christ. You see, Paul was “public enemy

number one” of the Church. He had actively pursued the early

Christians — hunted them down like wild dogs, tortured and killed



them in the name of his religion. But God was actively pursuing
Paul all this time — God, whose mercy is not only wide and deep,
but the same God who is infinitely resourceful and skillful in
bringing back to himself what belongs to him.

Here we learn of the great transforming power of God’s love
— so strong and powerful that it can take the heart of one who hated
Christians with a vengeance, and turn that heart into pure love and
a desire to see the Christian church prosper and grow. Friends, to
know that you are loved, and that you are loved by the God who
hung the moon and set the stars and put the planets in their courses
—well, it’s to feel born again, to be made entirely new.

That’s why Paul could refer to himself as “the foremost of
sinners” or, as the KJV puts “the chief of sinners.” He knew how
great a sinner he was, and had been, because he knew more than
anything else what God had done for him. “Christ Jesus came into
the world to save sinners,” Paul declares, “and I’'m the biggest

sinner of them all! Hands down, first place.”



That’s why I find it so interesting that Jesus’ critics accuse
him of hanging around with sinners and “low-lifes” and assorted
other of society’s cast-offs. “This fellow welcomes sinners and
[even] eats with them.”

Who else was he supposed to go to?

And their charges are well documented. In countless
instances in Luke’s Gospel, that’s exactly what Jesus did. He
welcomes sinners and eats with them, and shares their table. In
response to their criticism, Jesus tells the wonderful parable of the
shepherd who wouldn’t rest until he found the one lost sheep. God
iIs like that, too, Jesus says.

Of course, the irony is that Jesus’ critics don’t think they’re
lost. They are religious, righteous people who are resentful of the
sort of company Jesus is keeping. Thus their charge, “This fellow
welcomes sinners and eats with them.”

You know, maybe the worst kind of “lost” is not knowing

that you need to be “found” by God.



So this parable is a message for both kinds of sinners, those
who think they have been found, and are safe in the arms of Jesus;
and those who are still lost, who still have to hear the saving words
of Jesus in such a way that they can be found.

Which one are you? There’s a message for both groups of
sinners here. As Paul puts it in today’s message, “* Chr i st
came i nto t he wolhat’sdhe dnlg pespla Jesas
came to save. And that’ the only people God put on this earth —
sinners.

Which is all of us! When are we gonna get it straight? It’s not
about trying as hard as we can to be as good as we can. It’s not
about developing the right attitude, the better skill set, the higher
level of consciousness.

It’s about being found. It’s about God seeking you out and
embracing you, and your running all the way back home shouting
to anyone who will listen to you, “Come rejoice with me, my sheep

was lost, but now he’s found!”
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It’s the woman who is so resourceful as she lights her lamp
and sweeps the whole house clean just so she can find the money
she lost. Heaven goes wild, Jesus says, over just one sinner who
turns to God — one sinner who gets found!

When you were just a kid, did you ever get lost? Maybe you
wandered away from your mother on a trip to the mall or the
grocery store. Or maybe you took a wrong turn on the path that led
back from the lake to the summer camp you were staying in, and it
got dark. Do you remember what that felt like? Huh? All alone, not
knowing which way to turn. Do you remember thinking about
what your parents might be thinking — were they angry, or just
frightened that you might be lost — as they frantically searched for
you? And do you remember what it meant to be found, when you
were finally discovered, and claimed, and embraced?

That’s the way it is with God; with the kind of God who
comes looking for us and then rejoices when he finds us.

But maybe you take offense at this whole notion of being

lost. You’re that alpha male who wouldn’t dream of asking for



directions, even though you know you’re “off course.” Or, you’re
that independent female who wouldn’t dare let on to any man that
use your OnStar to find your way around town.

Some people are lost, and they know it, but they won’t admit
it. Others are lost, and they don’t know it, and can’t admit it. It
doesn’t take much.

| came across an old story by a farmer, who was trying to
explain why so many cows in California end up on the road, and
lost, and sometimes killed by passing cars:

A cow is nibbling on a tuft of grass in the middle of a

field, moving from one tuft to the next. Before you

know it, she ends up at some grass next to the fence.

Noticing a nice clump of green on the other side of the

fence, the cow stumbles through an old tear in the

fences and finds herself outside on the road. “Cows
don’t intend to get lost,” the farmer explains, “they just
nibble their way to lostness.”
That farmer didn’t know it but he was talking about more than just
cows. None of us goes looking to get lost and separated from God.

First comes the green tuft of education (we go off to college, where

a professor or our fellow students or just plain lazy habits cause us



to drift away from God); then comes the tuft of marriage or
children or a new home or a boat on the lake (anything that takes
our time, and takes the place of God in our lives); then the next
thing you know, we’ve just nibbled our way to lostness!

Maybe that’s your story, too; or some version of it.

But God is always there, beating a path to our door, waiting
for us to return to him. God goes out looking for us, and he doesn’t
stop until he finds us. That’s what Jesus says. And it doesn’t end
there, either: Because Jesus sends you and me out into the world to
seek and to save the lost in Jesus’ name.

Back in the 50's there was a well known radio
host and song writer in Hollywood named
Stuart Hamblen who was noted for his drinking,
womanizing, partying, etc.

One day, along came a young preacher holding

a tent revival. Hamblen had him on his radio show

presumably to poke fun at him.
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In  order to gather more material for his show,

Hamblen showed up at one of the revival meetings.

Early in the service the preacher announced,
“"There is one man in this audience who is a big fake."
There were probably others who thought the same thing,
but Hamblen was convinced that he was the one the preacher
was talking about (some would call that conviction)

but he was having none of that.

Still the words continued to haunt him until a couple
of nights later he showed up drunk at the preacher's
hotel door around 2AM demanding that the preacher

pray for him!

But the preacher refused, saying, "This is between you and God

and I'm not going to get in the middle of it"

11



But he did invite Stuart in and they talked until
about 5 AM at which point Stuart dropped to his

knees and with tears, cried out to God.

But that IS not the end of  the story.
Stuart quit drinking, quit chasing women,
quit  everything that was ‘fun. Soon he began

to lose favor with the Hollywood crowd.

He was ultimately fired by the radio station when

he refused to accept a beer company as a Sponsor.

Hard times were upon him. He tried writing a couple
of "Christian" songs but the only one that had
much success was "This Old House",

written for his friend Rosemary Clooney.

As he continued to struggle, a long time friend
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named John took him aside and told him,

"All  your troubles started when you ‘got religion,’
was it worth it all?"
Stuart answered simply, "Yes."

Then his friend asked, "You liked your booze so much,

dont you ever miss it?" And his answer was,

"No." John then said, "I don't wunderstand how
you could give it up SO easily."
And  Stuart's response was, "lt's no Dbig secret.
All things are possible with God."

To this John said, "That's a catchy phrase.

You should write a song about it."

And as they say, "The rest IS history."

The song Carl Stuart Hamblen wrote was "It Is No Secret.”
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"It IS no secret what God can do.

What He's done for others, He'll do for you.

With arms wide open, He'll welcome you.

It IS no secret, what God can do....

By the way.. the friend was John  Wayne.

And the young preacher who refused to pray for Stuart Hamblen?

....That was Billy Graham.
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