Liturgy
Reading : Mt. 12, 22-32

                 Heb. 6, 4-8

                 1 John 5, 13-17

Text       : 1 John 5, 16 + 17

Ps.   103 : 1,2
Ps.     64 : 7

Ps.     32 : 3

Ps.   103 : 4,6,7

Hy.   45 : 1,2,3,4

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This afternoon, two announcements were made regarding two non-communicant members, who in spite of many earnest admonitions don’t want to break with the sins in their lives. There are other young members of the congregation, who although not yet under discipline do not live a life close to the Lord either. Their church attendance often is a bare minimum, Bible Study Club life is non-existent, let alone that there would be any financial commitment towards church. In other instances, we see young people withdraw from the church. They are no longer interested. At times, they seek it somewhere else in churches, which according to them are more exiting. 
I know we should not forget that there are also many very committed young members within this congregation. Therefore,  when talking about wayward members, we should be careful to take a balanced approach, so that we do not forget to see also the blessings in the midst of the congregation, blessings in fruits of faith, worked by the Lord.
Yet, I’m not overstating the issue, when I say there is reason for concern, especially since in today’s society there is so much for offer, when it comes to pleasure and entertainment, by which Satan tries to seduce also the members of the church. It’s not always easy to take firm stand, to say ‘No’, when at times you see other members of the church, having no difficulty at all with certain kinds of entertainment. It’s a pity that the oneness, which should be there, is not always found. This makes it the more hard, especially for young people, to make a firm stand.

Looking also beyond the borders of our own local congregation, so the wider church community, I’m concerned about a certain category of young people, whom we see drifting away. They live on the fringes of the church. They have many friends outside the church, but hardly any friends inside the church. The office bearers talk with them, but often they are not interested. 
All this causes a lot of sadness, especially for the parents of these children. They start blaming themselves. They see their weaknesses, their faults. Perhaps if only I had done this or that. Yet on the other hand, the truth is also that whatever we do, in the end, we cannot give our children faith. And so in many instances, parents have done their utmost, warning their children, disciplining them when it was necessary, they talked and talked with them and above all prayed for them, “Lord, wilt Thou open their eyes, that they may see their wrongdoings. Lord, soften their hardened heart and cause them to repent.” Yet – no change! How hard this is for parents of wayward children, to see your children hardening their heart, no longer be able to reach them with the Word of God. Often these parents struggle, especially with the fact that God promises to hear the prayers of His children. We read it this afternoon also in 1 John 5, 14 + 15, “…”  Is it not according to God’s will, when we pray for repentance of a sinner? When there remains a hardening of the heart, does there come a time that we should stop praying. Some have concluded this on the basis of the words chosen as text for this afternoon sermon, saying a continuing hardening of the heart is sin leading to death and does John not say, “I do not say that you should pray about that.”  In certain commentaries, a parallel is draw with what the Lord said to the prophet Jeremiah, Ch. 7, 16 of Jeremiah’s prophecies, “…” This afternoon, we will try to discover whether this interpretation of 1 John 5, 16 + 17 is right, whether John indeed means to say that there comes a time that we should stop praying for wayward members and for those who have broken with the church, yes or no. I will try to answer this question by preaching you the gospel about
THE APOSTOLIC INSTRUCTION
REGARDING

THE PRAYER FOR THOSE WHO HAVE GONE ASTRAY

With respect to this theme, we will address two questions

1) Can we keep praying for those who have gone astray

2) If so, what should be the content of this prayer

I
The apostle John, Br. & Sr. concludes his first letter in a similar way as his gospel narrative. Yes, there is indeed a striking parallel. I point you to John 20, 30 + 31, “…”  This could be considered as the conclusion of John’s gospel narrative, but then still Ch. 21 follows. Well, in a similar way you could say Ch. 5, 13 is the conclusion of his first letter, a similar conclusion as at the end of the gospel narrative, “…”  Yet still some concluding remarks follow. In these concluding remarks, John highlights once more the radical character of being a Christian. It means breaking with sin, breaking with the world, which lies under the sway of the wicked one, and giving your life to Christ. Only then, you will find that true life, spoken about in vs. 13.
Looking around in the congregation, we see members who have difficulty in doing this, as I pointed it out in the introductory remarks of this sermon. The world appeals to them, and so they start compromising.  In our text, John says, pray for them. Don’t underestimate the power of prayer. After all, vs. 14, “…” This verse highlights that we may have confidence that God will hear and answer our prayers, as long as we pray in accordance with God’s will.  
One may ask, what does this mean praying in accordance with God’s will. It simply means, beloved, we should never pray in a selfish way, to get in our way. Vs. 14 must be read in close connection with vs. 13, where John speaks about life in communion with Triune God, i.e. living close to God on a daily basis, submitting to Father’s will as it is revealed to us in Scripture. When doing this, it will help us also in prayer, help us what to pray? Then also in prayer, when asking we will give God’s kingdom priority, remembering that – according to the promise the Lord Jesus gave in the Sermon on the Mount – when seeking God’s kingdom first, we don’t have to worry about all the other things, since God will add them to us. Then we may pray with confidence, Father will take care of all these things and provide according to our needs. Summarizing, praying according to God’s will means also in prayer it’s not what I want, but want God wants. That’s, e.g. when praying for someone terminally ill, if God might still grant healing – we add, “Not my will, but Thy will be done.” 
I spoke about someone physically ill in a serious way, how to pray for such a person. Yet, how to pray when someone is spiritually ill, so to speak? How are we to pray then? John says – vs. 16 – also then, don’t underestimate the power of prayer. Pray for that brother, that sister, walking away from the Lord. Pray that the Lord may work repentance in her or his heart.

In this first letter, John highlights how important it is to live life in accordance with God’s commandments. Therefore, it should worry us when a brother or sister no longer does so, but starts living his own life, as he sees fit. In case we know about this, let us make sure that it does not become a subject of gossip, but a matter of prayer instead. Brotherly love also means we must always try to keep sin to the closest circle, not spreading the news, but addressing the issue with the member concerned, instead of talking with others about it. Pray for the brother or sister concerned. That’s what John is writing in vs. 16a, “…” John speaks here about “sin, which does not lead to death.” To understand what kind of sin is meant with this, first we have to speak about that other kind of sin John also speaks of, namely “sin that does lead death”, of which John says, “I do not say that he should pray about that.”
Most commentaries agree that this sin leading to death is the same as sin against the Holy Spirit, of which Scripture says that for that sin there is no forgiveness. This, according to these commentaries, would then also be the reason that John says, “I do not say that he should pray about that.” Yet what is this sin against the Holy Spirit and when can we say that someone has committed it, and does this indeed mean that there comes a time that we can no longer pray for a person?
Trying to find an answer to some of these questions, I would like to take as starting point the section of Mt. 12, which we read this afternoon, especially the verses 31 + 32. Let us read these verses once more, “…”  At first reading, it seems as if the Lord Jesus makes here a strong distinction between sinning against Christ and sinning against the Holy Spirit. The one sin will be forgiven, the other not. Yet turning to the section of the letter to the Hebrews, which we also read this afternoon, there this distinction is not found, even though both sins are mentioned there. It speaks there about people, who have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, but they fell away and in doing so, they crucified again for themselves the Son of God. In other words, they sinned both against the Spirit and against the Son. Thus, in Heb. 6 we miss the distinction as found in Mt. 12, neither do we find this distinction in Heb. 10, 29. In vs. 26 of this chapter it also speaks about sin for which there is no forgiveness. It reads there, “…” In vs. 29, this willfully sinning is called “counting the blood of Christ a common thing” and “insulting the Spirit of grace.” So again, no distinction between sinning against Christ and sinning against the Holy Spirit, both are unpardonable. This leaves us with the question, why then is there distinction in Mt. 12 and its parallel texts in Mark and Luke.
 This, beloved, has to do with the difference of time in redemptive history, before and after Pentecost. Let me try to make this clear by turning once more to Mt.12, 31 + 32, explaining these words in its historical context.
In Mt. 12, the Lord Jesus is addressing the Pharisees, who ascribed Jesus miraculous works to Beelzebub. We read this in Mt. 12, 22-24, “…” Of course, they could know better. At the same time, however, in a certain way, they could still be excused. True, they failed to appreciate the work the Lord Jesus did. Yet, they still lived in a time that Jesus divine glory was veiled by his humanity. Many Jews struggled with the same problem in those days. They found it difficult to believe in Jesus as the promised Messiah. Yet many of those who prior to Pentecost rejected Christ came to faith in Him after Pentecost. Well, that’s what the Lord Jesus is speaking about in the verses 31 + 32. At the time Jesus spoke these words, blaspheming the Son of God, i.e. hardening the heart against the gospel Christ was preaching – at the time Jesus spoke these words, this was still a sin that could be forgiven. Look at what happened after the Pentecost. When those who previously had rejected Christ repented, their sins were forgiven. Yet after Pentecost, when people still keep hardening their heart, it becomes a different story. At the time of Mt. 12, God so to speak had one more gift in store to bring people to repentance. This was the gift of the Holy Spirit, poured out on Pentecost. Yet whoever rejects also this gift, how will that person ever be brought to repentance? Hence, the texts written after Pentecost, in Heb. 6 + 10, no longer make distinction between sin against the Son and sin against the Holy Spirit. Whoever after Pentecost willfully rejects Christ is no longer to be excused, since we now have the full revelation of God in Holy Scripture. Living in the NT era we have the full riches in Christ as the Holy Spirit wants to impart them to us through the holy gospel.

Looking at this redemptive historical approach of the unpardonable sin, it’s  understandable that in Heb. 10, 26, this sin is mentioned straightaway after the verse that speaks about people who had become slack in church attendance. For it is in the church that Christ is preached. The church is the place where the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to us. Therefore, whoever takes a-can’t-care-less-attitude towards the weekly worship services, such a person indeed counts the blood of the covenant as common and insults the Spirit of grace, Heb. 10, 29. Such a person, when he keeps hardening himself, is starting to walk on that road of sin leading to death.
So what is sin leading to death, also called sin against the Holy Spirit? It’s a willfully hardening oneself in sin, a bluntly rejecting of the gospel of grace, though knowing better. This makes clear that this sin can only be committed by those who know about God, who have been enlightened, have tasted the heavenly gifts, were once partakers of the Holy Spirit, but who willfully turned their back upon all these riches. For those, who in this way keep hardening their heart, for them – so we read in Heb. 6 – it is impossible to be renewed again.
Yet – so one may wonder – does this indeed mean that there comes a time we should stop praying for a wayward member, should stop praying for those who have  broken with the church, who sin bluntly and harden their heart ?  Do we have to conclude that they have come in the grip of the devil so much that there is no longer any hope for them? Beloved, I don’t think in this life there ever comes a time that we can say this about a member who has broken with the church, hence we should keep praying for them. God will judge! Moreover, as long as we live in today’s grace there is still time to repent. Yet, so one may ask, how is to be reconciled with what John says about not praying anymore. Let me try to make this clear.
We established that sin against the Holy Spirit is a living in sin, where a person hardens his heart and no longer wants anything to do with the church. There is a living in sin without asking for forgiveness of sin. Unpardonable says Scripture. However, beloved, this is a judgment that belongs to God only. The most we can say in this life is: a person is on his way to commit this unpardonable sin.
Let us note that in itself every sin leads to death, if we do not repent and ask for forgiveness. Not that this forgiveness is granted because we ask for it and do repent. The basis for forgiveness lies in Christ’s blood only. It is mere grace, yet we have in thankfulness to live from this grace and not count this blood of the covenant as common and take a I-can’t-care-less-attitude. That’s the point here.

This brings us back to the question, what is sin not leading to death. Sin not leading to death, Br. & Sr. is every sin we confess and for which we ask forgiveness on the basis of the blood of Christ. That sin is forgiven and therefore will no longer lead to death. In this confidence we may live says John, without any doubt. After all, God doesn’t want the death of the sinner, but instead God wants the sinner to repent so that he may live, live eternally with Him. That’s what vs. 16b is referring to: the life God gives to a sinner who has confessed his sin, a sinner for whom we have prayed that God might bring him or her to repentance. 
That’s what we indeed pray for all the time, for wayward members. Weekly in the worship services we bring these members before God’s throne, we do so also in the circle of the family. That’s what parents pray for, when they see children walking away from the Lord. “Lord, bring them back, open their eyes, soften their hearts.” Yes, then – no matter how a person may have messed up his life, no matter how many years it can take, when that person comes back in true repentance, his sins will be forgiven. In today’s grace, God gives time for a new beginning every day, even after many years of sinful living.
Yet, what then does John mean, when speaking about sin leading unto death, “I do not say that he should pray about that?” I think, we should read these words carefully. John does not say, “He should not pray for him or her” but he should not pray for that. What is this ‘that’?  In vs. 16a the subject matter is asking for forgiveness and receiving forgiveness. Well, if someone lives in sin and willfully rejects the promises given to him in Christ, we cannot ask that the Lord may forgive him (or her) these sins. How can I pray for the forgiveness of sins of someone, who doesn’t want to confess nor wants to break with these sins? This is impossible. Yet this does not forbid us to pray that this sinner may still come to repentance.
That’s also the context of Jer. 7, when the LORD forbids Jeremiah to make intercession for God’s people. How could Jeremiah ask God to forgive Israel their sins, when meanwhile they kept hardening their hearts? Yet this did not mean that he was no longer allowed to pray for the repentance of God’s people.
In this context, I also think of the form for excommunication. Beloved, it cuts to the heart, when regarding a certain member we have to say as long as he or she does not repent, that person is excluded from all the blessings he received in     Christ. At times, one may wonder whether it is not too harsh to say this. No it’s is not – but is extending true love with a crying heart.

Just by way of example, think of a son not obeying the rules of the house, coming home in the middle of the night, sometimes drunk. Parents know, this can’t go on. However, if they keep saying this without taking any action, their words don’t mean much. Therefore, there comes a time that the father of this son says, we have warned you, but you don’t seem to care, therefore there is door, as long as you don’t change there is no longer any room for you under our roof. Thus, the son is sent out of the house. Yet parents do so, hoping that this may cause this child to change: what am I doing…. 

Well, that’s how the church exercises discipline with a crying heart and with a deep longing that by being excommunicated the sinner may come to repentance. In this context, I like to highlight two elements mentioned by the Form for excommunication. It says:

· do not associate with him or her > feel the cold, relationships have changed
· but also, “do not look on the sinner as an enemy but warn him, her as a brother, a sister
How do these two go together … try to explain: e.g. greeting, still speaking, even though there is no longer that intimate bond as there was before, the sinner has to feel this. In this way, we pray that even an excommunicated member may repent and return, and like wise those who have withdrawn from the church.
This afternoon, two announcements were made regarding two non-communicant members, who in spite of many earnest admonitions do not want to break with the sins in their lives. I mentioned in the beginning of the sermon, there are other young members of the congregation, who although not yet under discipline do not live a life close to the Lord either. Their church attendance often is a bare minimum, Bible Study Club life is non-existent, let alone that there would be any financial commitment towards church. In other cases, we see young people withdraw from the church. They are no longer interested. Beloved, let us keep praying for all those members. With a crying heart we may bring them before Father’s throne, “Lord, open their eyes, soften their hardened hearts, wilt Thou through Thy Spirit bring them to repentance.”
No then we cannot ask the Lord to forgive them their sins, as long as they themselves refuse to confess these sins. John says, I do not say you should pray about that. Yet this is different from stopping to pray for children of God living in sin. Beloved, instead let us multiply these prayers, so that God may indeed work repentance in members under discipline, in members living on the fringes, slack in church attendance, lacking commitment. Let us also continue to pray for those who have broken with the church. They too are still children of God. May God bring back also them.

Sometimes it is said, the only thing left is praying, almost in a disparaging way. Yet, beloved, let us never belittle the power of prayer. Be thankful that where for the rest we may feel helpless, since we can no longer  reach them, we may bring these children of God before the throne of Him, who is almighty, able to soften even the hardest heart, and whose arms also reach further than our human arms. What a great comfort this is, also for parents who struggle seeing children walking away from the Lord. It cuts to the heart, yet we may pray and in prayer, we may also find rest, knowing God is in control. He is the waiting Father, who waits also for that child of His living in sin already for such along time. As long as there is today’s grace, there remains hope. In prayer, we cling to this hope for every child of God living in sin. Beloved, once more – never underestimate the power of such prayer. 
Amen.
� See Mark 3, 28,29 and Luke 12, 10
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