Obey
To say that we live in a time when respect for law and authority is declining, is probably a gross understatement. We can look to extreme examples like gangs and outlaws, we can also look to the fact that our prisons are full to bursting, but those don’t really say much about us. What about us? In general we hold our law-makers in contempt. We have a great dislike for people who try to tell us what to do. We recognize authority only when we believe that it is benevolent to us or if there is something for us to gain through it. Authority that might tell us or remind us that we are in the wrong is out of bounds. 
I was reminded of this the other day while watching TV. There is a commercial on that is against taxes on certain kinds of junk foods. We all know that these things are not healthy, and that it is costing us both in health care expense and personal well-being to eat them. But we resent it when someone in authority tries to force us to quit. I have to say that I do not think taxing something is really the way to get people to quit; it hasn’t worked all that well in getting rid of cigarette smoking. We will obey as long as there is something to be gained or lost, but to simply obey someone or something for the sake of obedience is a lost ideal in our society. To do what is right, even though it goes against what we want, because we know it is right doesn’t happen that often. 
Who has authority over you? Who have you given permission to tell you that something about you is not right? Whose rules or advice will you follow without question? In his book Generation Ex-Christian, about younger Christians leaving Christianity, author Drew Dyck relates one interview with a young man who left Christianity to join the Wicca religion. 
Morninghawk Apollo (who renamed himself as is common in Wiccan practice) discussed his rejection of Christianity with candor. "Ultimately why I left is that the Christian God demands that you submit to his will. In Wicca, it's just the other way around. Your will is paramount. We believe in gods and goddesses, but the deities we choose to serve are based on our wills."
Drew Dyck, "The Leavers," Christianity Today (November, 2010), p. 43; excerpted from Generation Ex-Christian (Moody, 2010)
[bookmark: 23]Drew suggests that this is symptomatic of a culture which does not want to have to submit to anyone or anything. It seems appropriate in our discussion on responding to the call of mission this morning to spend some time in thinking about the important theme of obedience. God’s word, in both Old and New Testaments, places strong emphasis upon this idea. One of the most interesting stories about obedience is one found in the story of Saul, in I Samuel 15: 22-23, "Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the LORD? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams. For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, he has rejected you as king."
These words come as the climax to the story of Saul’s disobedience of God’s command concerning the Amalekites. Because the Amalekites had been a thorn in Israel’s side from the time that they blocked Israel’s path toward the Promised Land, on down until the time of King Saul, God gave explicit directions that they should be completely destroyed. When Saul attacked this people no human or animal life was to be spared. I need to ask you to let go of your moral outrage for just a moment because if you don’t you will miss the point of the story. I know that such an order would not sit well with you and you would not obey either, but set that aside for just a minute. 
Saul was ordered by God to wipe out the Amalekites, totally and without exception. However, when King Saul led his army successfully against King Agag, he and the people decided that it would be a shame to destroy the good along with the bad. So, King Saul did not kill King Agag, because he wanted to bring him home as a trophy of triumph. That was the only reason, there was no pity or concern for human rights in this decision, this was about ego. Then, they spared “the best of the sheep and cattle, the fat calves and lambs--everything that was good.” I Samuel 15:9.
Amazingly, when the prophet Samuel came to meet Saul upon his triumphant return, Saul said, “The LORD bless you! I have carried out the LORD'S instructions.”I Samuel 15:13. You see Saul actually believes that he has obeyed God’s command. Of Course he didn’t. He wanted to stroke his own ego and to make it easier for himself and his people by keeping some the spoils and so he only destroyed some of the Amalekites and let others live. Sometimes even when we know what God wants us to do we can deceive ourselves into thinking that what we want to do will do just what God wanted in the first place and it is a win-win, right. 
In any case, Samuel did not let Saul’s statement go unchallenged. He asked, "What then is this bleating of sheep in my ears? What is this lowing of cattle that I hear?" ” I Samuel 15:14. Samuel told Saul that God wanted everything associated with the Amalekites destroyed. Saul comes back and says, “all done”. Samuel is asking why he hears animal sounds in the background, why were some of the animals spared. Saul tries to get out of it by saying that he has saved the best animals in order to make a sacrifice to God. Now, this is only an attempt to wiggle his way out of a bad situation. Because both Saul and Samuel know that the cattle were saved because Saul and his men wanted them for their own use. It is in this conversation, at its climax, that Samuel said, "Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the Lord? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams. For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the Lord, he has rejected you as king."
If we think about it all through the old and new testaments there are stories of people who obeyed God’s commands and thrived and those who didn’t and found themselves in bad situations. There are people like Adam and Eve and the story of the tower of Babel which illustrate that God is not someone who takes his commands lightly. Certainly the people of Israel had opportunities over and over again to listen to God and follow him and they did that for a time, but then they would forget and not pay attention anymore. When that happened life would begin to fall apart.
[bookmark: 29][bookmark: 8][bookmark: 9] This is also true of the New Testament. Jesus emphasized the fact that he followed God’s commands in everything he did. John 8:28-29 “So Jesus said, "When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am the one I claim to be and that I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me. The one who sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what pleases him." And after Jesus ascended to the father he was remembered as the one who submitted his will to God’s every time. Hebrews 5:8 “During the days of Jesus' life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.” He humbled himself so much that he was willing to die at God’s command when it became necessary. Philippians 2:8 “And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross!” Jesus whole life was a demonstration of how obedience to God’s commands looks. His death on the cross is the ultimate example of complete obedience to God’s commands no matter what the cost would be to self.
[bookmark: 20]Jesus, the one we follow, has demonstrated that obedience to God is paramount if a person is to be a follower of his. How does this affect us as we think about our mission’s emphasis this month? Jesus gave us two basic commands. Matthew 28:19-20 “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."
[bookmark: 38][bookmark: 39]Matthew 22:37-39 “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
We obey these commands as we participate in the mission of the church and as we go out to make a difference for Jesus Christ in the world. So when we have people who are working at Grace Clinic they are obeying Christ. When Tim and Miki and Chris and Gary participate in short term mission trips they are doing so in obedience to Jesus’ commands. When our youth go on their mission trip this summer they are obeying Christ. When you all come next weekend to participate in the missions emphasis we will be thinking about how we can be obedient in the coming year to God’s mission in the world.
There are going to be opportunities next weekend to commit our time and our financial resources to carrying out God’s commandments. On Saturday night you will have an opportunity to commit, or recommit, yourself to what God has called you to do. The life commitment service will invite you to make a concrete commitment, between you and God, that you are going to act on these commandments in the coming year in concrete ways. It will be an invitation to consider going on a short term mission trip during part of your vacation next year, or finding some time to volunteer at Grace Clinic over the year, or mentoring a young person through Ignite Youth Mentoring. 
Sunday morning we will have an opportunity to do a faith promise for the coming year. A faith promise is a commitment between you and God that if God provides a certain amount of money you will give that toward his mission in the world in the coming year. In general God provides for our faith promise in one of three ways. Sometimes it is through unexpected income that just shows up during the year. In the past, when we have received unexpected income we just knew that this is something God had provided and so it went toward our faith promise first. Sometimes God provides for faith promise through changing of your lifestyle to make room for obedience to God’s will. So you may cut back on going to Dairy Queen in order to fulfill your faith promise. Sometimes God will provide other ways to generate income. Maybe you will sell produce from your garden or have a family yard sale and use the proceeds for faith promise.   
In his book The Jesus Revolution, pastor and author Leith Anderson shares a story about the tension that sometimes comes between obeying God and obeying others. A number of years ago, he and three others were traveling to a Communist country where Christians were regularly being persecuted. They did not have a direct flight to their destination, so they had to stay in a neighboring country for one evening. That night, while having dinner with a few fellow Christians in that country, Anderson and his companions were approached about smuggling in some Bibles for the underground church. Anderson immediately refused to do so, pointing out that it was illegal. The Christians in that country would not take no for an answer, though. They told Anderson they would return in the morning with the Bibles and that Anderson's group should "ask God what they should do." Anderson writes about the tough decisions that would follow: 
Overnight, I made a decision. A Bible or two might be risky, but not impossible. However, I wasn't prepared for the following morning's delivery. It was a small library of Bibles, books about Christianity, study tools, and videos. 
I truly can't explain why we did what we did. We divided up the Bibles, books, and videos among the four of us and loaded up every available space in our suitcases, carry-on bags, and purses. It was not a comfortable experience. When nearing our destination, the flight attendants distributed customs forms representing our names, passport numbers, and the answers to pointed questions. Were we bringing guns, narcotics, or literature into the country? The four of us sat paralyzed over what to write. If we said we were not bringing literature, we were lying. If we checked that we were bringing books and Bibles, we were in serious trouble. …
It was one of those moments when the Holy Spirit gave a simple solution that we would not have thought about ourselves. We didn't answer the question. We left it blank. I can't say that we were confident in our choice, but that's what we did. As we passed through immigration surrounded by armed guards and immigration officers, our forms were carefully scrutinized and all four of us were waved through.
What I next remember is the secret night meeting when we turned over the Bibles and literature to Christians from the underground church. Their faces will remain with me all my life.
You may want to criticize my lack of courage or condemn my actions as dishonest. For me, I was suddenly in the sandals of Peter and John who said, "Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God's sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard."
We may think other things are more important or that they are more suited to our personality or that we want to spend our time and our money in a different way, but God is focused on our obedience. God did not give these commands so that we could all have little plaques hanging on our wall with God’s commands typed on them. He gave us these marching orders so that we will carry them out. 
Saul clearly understood his orders and he thought he knew better than God and so he went and did his own thing. In the end God told Saul through the prophet Samuel that being unwilling to listen to God’s commands was really the same thing as Idolatry. Saying that you worship God and yet being unwilling to follow God’s commands is the same thing as not worshiping God at all. Samuel says, “For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry.” Obedience is better than sacrifice. Saul lied that his intent in saving the animals was to be able to bring to the Lord as a sacrifice. He was willing to follow the ritual that happened in the temple but he was not willing to do what God had ordered. Meaning that to come to worship and be a part of the church is like the religious practice of sacrifice, but what God wants from us is obedience. All of this is for nothing unless we obey. If you want you can pass this idea off as being way too radical for civilized Christianity. But the fact is, this is what the Bible says, this is what God says, this is what Jesus teaches, it is what the Christian life is ultimately all about.



To obey is better than sacrifice
I don't need your money
I want your life
And I hear you say that I'm coming back soon
But you act like I'll never return

Well you speak of grace and my love so sweet
How you thrive on milk, but reject My meat
And I can't help weeping of how it will be
If you keep on ignoring My words

Well you pray to prosper and succeed
But your flesh is something I just can't feed

To obey is better than sacrifice
I want more than Sunday and Wednesday nights
Cause if you can't come to Me every day
Then don't bother coming at all
La,la,la etc.

To obey is better than sacrifice
I want hearts of fire
Not your prayers of ice
And I'm coming quickly
To give back to you
According to what you have done (X3)
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