16th Sunday after Pentecost, 8/31/08

Ezekiel 33:7-11

What Is Your Spiritual Responsibility toward Others?

From little on we’re encouraged by parents and teachers, “Just worry about yourself.” Two young siblings are busy playing with various toys in the family room. But the older one has a problem with the way the younger one is playing. So he makes trip after trip into the room where his mother is in order to inform her of what’s going on. Since the matters are trifling and have more to do with how the older one wants the younger one to comply, his mother tells him, “Quit tattling and just worry about yourself.”

In the 1st grade classroom the well-behaved, dutiful and conscientious student happens to be seated next to her classmate who rarely is doing what he’s supposed to be doing and always seems to be behind the rest of the class. When she notices he’s at it again, she walks to her teacher’s desk and informs her already well-informed teacher of what’s going on and the teacher tells her, “Just worry about yourself.”

In the scenarios above, what is the mother trying to teach her son? What is the teacher trying to teach her pupil? Is it really only to worry about yourself? Aren’t they really trying to teach these children that there are situations they simply need to learn to deal with on their own and not come running to them all the time? Aren’t they trying to teach these children that they are the adult in this situation and that they are fully aware of what is happening and that they will take appropriate action when necessary?

But what if the sibling is no longer playing with toys and instead is playing with matches? What if the misbehaving student is not simply guilty of a failure to do his homework but instead has violated the school rules and is hiding a weapon in his locker? We’re constantly trying to determine even as children if this is a situation in which we need to get involved.

And it doesn’t get any better as teens or adults. It only gets worse.

Part of that is due to the two opposite philosophies our world has adopted. We live in a live and let live world. If it works for you and if it’s good for you, then that’s fine. Who are we to tell you any different? And when there is no absolute standard of right or wrong, there’s no basis for telling anyone anything different. Right and wrong become the sole domain of the individual and woe to the person who tries to invade that domain.

Couple that with pleas for help. The media are filled with calls from people to get involved, to donate their time and money, to think globally and act locally, to pitch in and help your fellow human beings. And when we don’t and the problem hits very close to us, when it deeply affects a loved one, then we’re filled with remorse. We should have said something. We should have taken the initiative. We dropped the ball.

Have you ever been caught there, caught between not meddling in someone else’s problem and waiting to get involved until it’s too late? Your son or daughter is doing something which you know is sinful, but if you say anything, you risk driving them away from you completely. Your parent is involved in a sinful activity that is eating way at the heart of the family, but you don’t want to disrupt what little family harmony there is by confronting them with their sin. It’s easier just to pretend it doesn’t matter. After all, shouldn’t you just worry about yourself?

Trying to balance those two extremes can almost make you take the position of the three monkeys. You know: see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. I’m not sure where that saying came from or what it was intended to convey, but it certainly summarizes the attitude that many of us, even being the Christians that we, have taken. I’ll just shut my eyes and ears to what’s going on around me and say nothing.

But is that the proper position to take? It doesn’t really solve anything, does it? You simply decided not to deal with the problem, the sin.

And that leads us to the question before us this morning, “What is your spiritual responsibility toward others?”

The Lord helped his prophet Ezekiel understand his role and, in doing so, he helps us understand ours as well. He tells Ezekiel, “Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel, so hear the word I speak and give them warning from me.” Ezekiel was a watchman.

We have watchman today. They dress in navy blue work suits, often wear a hat much like a police officer and may even carry a pistol at their side. They sit behind desks or in booths and keep their eyes on a wall of security monitors. They check the credentials of those entering a building and are responsible for sounding an alarm if they feel the building or its occupants and contents are in danger.

In Ezekiel’s day watchmen didn’t sit behind desks. They stood on the highest point of the city wall. They were to watch for an enemy approaching the city. When they saw the enemy coming they were to blow a trumpet which called all those outside the city wall to get inside the wall immediately and then all those inside the wall to arm themselves and prepare to defend their city. If the watchman failed to sound that warning, the Lord held him responsible for any lives that were lost.

Spiritually speaking, the Lord had called Ezekiel to call the wicked to repentance. The wicked are those who refuse to repent of sin and have no trust in their Savior for forgiveness. Left in their state of impenitence and unbelief, they will die eternally in hell. The Lord wanted Ezekiel to know that he was spiritually responsible for these people. His duty was simply to point out their sin and call them to repentance. After that, the responsibility for their sin is theirs. If they refuse to repent, “he will die for his sin.” Then it was up to God to deal with.

Ezekiel did just that and it had the desired effect. They complained to the Lord, “Our offenses and our sins weigh us down, and we are wasting away because of them.” Ezekiel did his work among the Jews who had been exiled to Babylon. Some of them took Ezekiel’s words to heart and realized that their plight in exile was the result of their refusal to repent. But now they despaired. They asked, “How then can we live?” They realized their relationship with the Lord was broken. Real life without him wasn’t possible. In their despair they turned to Ezekiel and to the Lord for help. In effect, they begged for the Lord’s mercy.

And now the Lord had them right where he wanted them to be spiritually speaking. They recognized their sinful plight and despaired of themselves. To such people the Lord declares who he is and what he is all about. He’s not about damning sinners; he’s about saving sinners. He says, “I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live.” He is a gracious God who forgives wickedness, rebellion and sin. He does that through the holy and perfect life which Jesus lived for us. He does that through the death of Jesus on Calvary’s cross as the sacrifice for the sins of the world. He assures us of this forgiveness through the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.

So what is your spiritual responsibility to others? You, too, are a watchman. You are to call sinners to repent. That doesn’t mean you spend your entire day searching for the sins of others. But it does mean that, as you have the opportunity in dealing with others and you see sin in their lives, you have the responsibility to point it out. But beware of sinful anger or pride. Instead, Jesus urges us to speak the truth to others in love. Share in a loving way what the Lord says about their sin. And when their sorrow for sin is evident, share the blessed message of forgiveness in Christ.

And the first step to take is to confess yourself that you haven’t been the watchman the Lord has made you. We’ve fallen asleep on the watch time and time again. We’ve covered our eyes and ears and mouth. Forgive us, Lord, and renew us. Empower us to speak your truth in love about the sins of others. May they do so for us and we for them so that your name is hallowed, your kingdom comes to us and many others, and your will is done—your saving will—for you take no pleasure in the death of the wicked. We are watchmen. That’s our spiritual responsibility toward others. Amen.

