Soft Hearts
Punchline: Human beings are stubborn.  It’s not our job to convince or change, but just to witness.  In what ways are we being stubborn – as a church and as individuals?

1) I know a lot of people who don’t go to church.  A lot of my family doesn’t go to church
a) I wonder if they’ll ever go to church and how I can help them

b) I know one of the things we’re all concerned about is the spiritual health of our neighbors, our friends, our enemies, but especially our family…maybe you’re in a family where one spouse goes to church and the other doesn’t…or maybe the grandkids or even the kids don’t go to church  => we really want them to go to church, but no matter how we did try or have tried – with coaxing, with threats, with nagging, with rewards – it seems like nothing works.
2) As I read the bible, throughout God seems to have the same problem:
Two examples

a) Exodus with Pharaoh – we read from the 9th plague and he still had a hard heart <Slide 1>
i) Even after the 10th plague and the death of all the first born, he let the Israelites go, he still changed his mind.

b) Here in Revelation, we’ve had the 7 seals (the four horsemen, the cry of the martyrs, the earthquake, the golden censer) and the 6 trumpets (hail and fire, great burning mountain fell into the sea, Wormwood, sun and stars falling from the sky, locust beasts, horsemen from the Euphrates) and still these people will not repent.

No matter what God tries to do – threats, rewards, nagging, coaxing…it seems like there’s nothing that works.

=> People are stubborn.  We know it, God knows it, people know.  If God can’t get everyone to repent with plagues and disasters, with eternal life and the kingdom of heaven…how in the heck are we going to get people to come to church with flyers and newsletter ads?  Seems pretty impossible, right?
The bad news is, there are probably many people – in our families and in our community that we will never be able to reach.  At the end of the day, we can’t change whether the people around us will commit their lives to Jesus Christ.  There are lots of things we can’t change.  We can’t change the fact that NFL football happens on Sunday and some people would rather watch the Cowboy’s pre-game than come to church.  We can’t change the fact that people see TV preachers and get turned off to Christianity.  We can’t change the fact that our neighborhood has changed and continues to rapidly change.  We can’t change the fact that people have free will and that people are stubborn.  Even God can’t change that last one.
But there are things we can change – We can respond to God’s love in our life with openness, hospitality, invitation, flexibility and soft hearts.  As we continue to plan and move forward with our outreach movement for October and beyond, I have to be totally honest:  There are days when I wake up and I think this will be a great thing…and there are days when I wake up and I think, “This will never work.  People have free will and people are stubborn and we’ve tried all kinds of things in the past and none have worked…why should this be any different?”

The truth is that the task of getting 20 new families to come to church is impossible…for us.  People have free will and people are stubborn.  But it is not our job to persuade people to come to church.  It is not our job to make people repent.  It is not our job to convince people that they need faith.  These are God’s jobs.  
However, it is our job to invite people to church.  It is our job to pray.  It is our job to live lives that demonstrate freedom in Christ.  It is our job to share the things God is doing in our lives.
So on those days when I wake up and I say, “This will never work” I remind myself that it is not my job to make it work.  It is not my job to bring 20 families through the door on October 3rd.  It is my job to pray, to plan, and to work – and whatever the outcome is, is in God’s hands, not mine.  And that is my challenge to you in our outreach, but also in all areas of your life – your job, your family, your hobbies, your friends: Regardless of what you predict, regardless of what you imagine, regardless of what you think, regardless of how stubborn people can be…what can you do?   And will you do it?
As we look at these passages about these stubborn people who refuse to repent, we can think of all kinds of people who refuse to see things our way…but the scriptures are not just about the people out there!  It’s about us in here too.  We have free will and we are stubborn.  We get set in our own ways and we refuse to see other points of view, even when the world is crashing down.  God sends warning after warning to us, about all different aspects of our lives – our overworking, our desire to control, our fear of seeking help, our procrastination, our complacency, our reliance on material things - and we refuse to repent.  We all do it: we go on about our lives, but when we look back we see the same mistakes over and over, even when the consequences are terrible…so my second challenge to you this morning: what mistakes have you repeated over and over, even in spite of God’s warnings.  And what can you do about it?
But hear the good news of Jesus Christ.  God’s goal in all the warnings, in all the challenges, in all the discipline…is our growth.  God wants us to grow because God loves us.  God wants our friends, our family, our neighbors, our 20 families to grow because God loves us all.  God’s grace overcomes the hardness of our hearts.  God’s love is irresistible.  Paul wrote in Romans, “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,  nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, (which includes stubbornness and free will) will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Brothers and sisters, know that as Revelation promises, regardless of our hardness of heart, regardless of our sin, regardless of our repeated mistakes…God’s love has won, God’s love is winning and God’s love will win eternally.
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