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Let’s Pray…
Some Sundays ago, I ran into Linda Barbato and little Vivi as they were walking out of the sanctuary. And suddenly I hear, “Wyan?” Apparently, Vivi was looking for “Wyan.” For those who don’t know, Wyan is her dad, Ryan. As something I’ve observed, she loves her dad and seems to get worked up when he’s not around her. She starts looking for him and calls out for “Wyan!” As Linda walked away, she whispered to me: “this one and her separation anxiety, I tell ya!” And that made me laugh! 
	To tell you the truth, I went home that day thinking about that moment; that picture was stuck in my mind. And as I was going through my Scripture readings, I found myself in Deuteronomy 6. As we read today, it’s a well-known passage and for good reason. Known as the Shema, it’s a staple commandment in the Jewish tradition, also known as the Greatest Commandment as given by the Lord Jesus himself in Matthew 22. 
But this time around, something stood out: it was Deut. 6, verse 20:
“When your son asks you in time to come, ‘What is the meaning of the testimonies and the statutes and the rules that the LORD our God has commanded you?’ then you shall say to your son, ‘We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt. And the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand.” (vv. 20-21)
A core theme throughout the Old Testament calls back to this Mighty God who saved Israel from the clutches of Egypt, from slavery, so that they would become his people and that he would be their God. It’s this wonderfully epic storyline of a compassionate God who saves his people, over and over, to demonstrate his love and power for them, to be with them; and that they might become his people, his representative nation on the earth.
 I bring up that story of Vivi with her mom to paint a picture how Israel, and us included, suffer something of separation anxiety when we’re separated and distant from God. See, you can easily identify separation anxiety by simple symptoms: a persistent and extreme distress about the idea, anticipation or reality of being away from home, from a loved one or separated from an attached item. For example, there are some people, (and certainly not in this church, because everybody’s perfect here), but there are some people that will have a meltdown if they spend any amount of time away from their phone. If they, not you, but if they forget their phone at home, how fast do you think they’ll turn around to go get it? Or even my girlfriend’s puppy, Eli, when he was a small pup, I would come over and watch him while she was out of the apartment in class or at work. You can imagine the amount of crying and barking and scratching at the door that would take place, why? Because he was looking for her… Think about whenever you moved away from home for the first time; when you were separated from your significant other for a short or long time; what about when a soldier goes off to serve in a branch of the army countries away from home, from friends and from family. In short words, it’s a tangible real pain and discomfort when you’re away from something you truly care about. 
When it comes to the story of Israel and I think about why God put up with all their rebellion and sins, I find myself seeing why God told Israel to remind their children of their stories. God, in strength and power, freed Israel from slavery. Each generation was to tell their children of this mighty God who saved them like a mother hears the cry of his child, so that they would not turn away from God but turn towards him. He saved Israel because he loves them. Yet, Israel continued to rebel and separate themselves from God, not reminding their children of all the reasons to stay faithful to him. 
Israel thought if they followed the Law, that’s all they needed to do to be right with God and they got to do whatever they wanted. But Many centuries later, Jesus said the summary and fulfillment of the law is to Love God with everything and to love our neighbors as ourselves. Israel over and over failed to see they were freed to be with God Almighty, their Savior and Redeemer. They failed to see how their sins, their idolatry, their inability to follow the Law because of sin lead to their downfall, to their eventual enslavement and exile into other kingdoms. Israel failed to see it all happened as a result of separating themselves from the presence of God and his will for them.
(Deut. 6:4-5) “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.” The Lord created us so that we might know him and glorify him and so that he might dwell among us and delight in us. He is our God, desiring to have a personal relationship with us. In response, we’re called to love him with all that we are. When Israel was in Egypt, they were forced to obey and submit to the empire in every way with their whole being. They were forced to submit to “the ways of the gods,” to the ways of the culture, to the expectations of their oppressors, forced to revere Pharoah as a god and fear his power. Israel was forced to see themselves as barely human, but only as cogs in a machine to build up the kingdom of Egypt. Israel’s only value came from how much brick they could make for Pharoah. They witnessed their people, friends, fathers, mothers, children and elders suffer and die at the hands of the Egyptians. 
When we talk about the freedom we have in God, it’s important to first remind ourselves of the immense goodness of God and who he is. This is “the Lord, a God who is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,” (Exodus 34:6-7). By his might and power, with signs and wonders, he led them out of the house of slavery, a house of fear, pain and torment, to lead them to a land he promised to their forefathers, a land of blessing, hope and new life. 
As much as I want to blame Israel for their choices and mistakes, for turning their backs against God who freed them from captivity, I constantly have to remind myself to recognize we are Israel, we suffer the same sins, the same choices, and without God, without his Son, Jesus, we are stuck in the captivity of sin; stuck in the fallen human condition.
In the letter to the Romans, chapter 7, we see Paul, debatably the greatest follower of Christ in the history of the church, suffer so much inner torment and anxiety to try and do what is right, to honor the Word of God, to glorify Jesus, and yet he continually failed and fell short. He continually struggled with the bondage and curse of sin. In Romans 7:15, Paul says, “For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” For some of us, before we were Christians, I bet you had rules at home, rules at school, rules and the law in our communities, and if you were caught cheating on a test at school, if you were caught speeding on the road, if you were caught stealing something from a shop, there were consequences. You don’t need to be a Christian to understand that breaking the law involves consequences. But why do people still do it? We still cheat, we still speed, some of us still steal amidst many other things. Now, I’m not going to stand on a soap-box and imply that you were at any point living a wild lifestyle, (except maybe Matt or Walter). The thing with sin is that in our days of living before Jesus Christ, whatever sin wanted that’s what sin got, in the little and big parts. Being captive to sin simply means that the primary authority in our lives was our sinful nature; it’s what was in control.
I don’t know about you, all your details, or all of your stories. I only fully know mine. I know that even growing up in the church, it didn’t stop me from doing what I wanted, when I wanted. In the long run, my choices and decisions brought me to ruin, tons of stress and pain, years of heartache and ruined relationships, ruined reputation, with depression and anxiety as my reward. I felt so much shame and guilt as a burden that I did not know I was carrying but I was certainly experiencing and didn’t know how to describe it.
The bondage of Sin in my life, the captivity I felt to my desires, my wants, my needs, they never led me to any good reward in the end. Like Israel, we constantly deceive ourselves when we think we don’t need God, when we think “as long as I go to church on Sunday, me and God are on good terms.” Guess what, Israel thought that. They would bring sacrifices to the temple of God, yet cheat their brothers and sisters, commit adultery, harm their children and worse: they would worship God at the temple, go home and worship the idols given to them by other nations or the ones they made. The ugly truth is that not much has changed between Ancient Israel and us, except that our idols might look a little different. 
Romans 7:18, Paul continues his confession by saying, “For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.” When we look at the Bible unfiltered and uncensored, the story of those who follow Jesus is full of sin and fallenness. We can come to church and deceive ourselves and think we have enough knowledge of God, listened to enough sermons, have enough days and years marked down on church attendance, and fall prey to thinking we are holy and get to retire from living for God. The truth, written in the Word of God for the church, for us and our children, is that every man, woman and child’s struggle is the conflict between our sinful nature and the love of God which is for us. 
(Repeat: every man, woman and child’s struggle is the conflict between our sinful nature and the love of God which is for us). 
But my Friends, can I tell you today that though our situation looks bleak, there is hope for us?  Friends, can I tell you that, to the glory of God, though we may struggle day in and out, with loneliness or depression, sickness or disease, with stress or heartache, there is hope for us?
Paul in Romans 8:1, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” For those in the church who walk with Christ, who walk in the light and direction of the Holy Spirit, we have freedom and liberty from the captivity of sin. When we accepted the Lord Jesus as Savior and king, through the power of the Holy Spirit, we have been set free to live a new life that is full of joy, full of color. We will still struggle everyday but the power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead, that Spirit of Life lives in you. It makes you new and gives you peace of heart, of mind and soul. It grants you the awareness to the things that are wicked and sinful in this life, making you conscious to the things that pull you away from the love and grace of Jesus. This Spirit grants you the wisdom and boldness to say no to sinful desires, impulses and habits, and to live a new life of service to the kingdom of God. 
By the blood of Jesus, by the power of the Holy Spirit, you have been set free in Jesus Christ. When we dedicate ourselves as his disciples and repent of our sin, He removes that sin far from you as far as the east is from the west. He doesn’t remember it anymore. Jesus liberates us from the shame and guilt of our pasts by having placed it on the cross, redeeming us as he rose from the grave and gave us the spirit of adoption calling us his children!
My prayer for us is that we may always maintain the ability to recognize when we’re experiencing a form of separation anxiety from God. That feeling is the Spirit of God touching our hearts and souls, reminding us of a void within us that can only be filled by his love and presence. We have been given a freedom not to do whatever we want, but a freedom to live in the newness of the Spirit, in the presence of Christ. This freedom increases our capacity, through Jesus, to love, to have joy, to experience peace and to enjoy life. It increases our capacity to have a relationship with God. God’s presence doesn’t stop at those doors many of us like to leave at the end of the service. His presence goes with us and desires more of us and more of you because he has so much for you. 
Let’s meditate on the fact that in the garden, when Adam and Eve sinned, they hid from God and their capacity for a relationship with God was hindered. When Jesus comes on the scene and sets you free, there is no hiding anymore and you don’t have to fear him. James 4:8 says “Come near to God and he will come near to you.” This is the essence of what Christ has freed us to. God wants a close fellowship with you and me and the only way that can happen is through the love of Jesus and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. John 14:23, Jesus proclaimed, “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.”
Lastly, the freedom in Jesus is not about our access to his presence and new life for us, but it’s the freedom to respond in kind, showing our love to not only him but others. Ephesians 2:10 says “We are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  Christ has freed us not only because he loves us but also because He has work for you and me to do. He has a plan for all our lives, and I doubt it’s just showing up on Sunday. 
Remember you are saved by grace. You live by grace and God will accomplish His plan in your life by grace. There is nothing we can do to earn it. But this grace opens the door for us to extend it to others. To serve in the church, to participate in our committees, in service, in mission, in our communities, God has called us to be participants in the kingdom. And if you think that doesn’t apply to you, because you’re too young, you won’t get paid, you’re retired, I hate to say it, I love to say it, God will never be done with you. His love for you will never end, and his purposes for you have no end or deadline. Besides, God’s approval of you doesn’t come because of what you do or have done or how long you’ve been in the church, but God’s approval of you comes because of what Christ has already done. When we understand this, we will experience the freedom for us to accomplish the plan God has for our lives without agenda or other motives, but out of hearts motivated by love for Him.
Israel was freed from slavery… to Live. To Live with and for God. Let us not make the same mistakes over and over. Church, I challenge, Live. Live for God, walk with Him. For he desires you and loves you, and his freedom is unlike anything else in all Creation. Galatians 5:1: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.”    Amen?      Let’s pray…
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