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--Self-will-- 

Date:  October 18, 2020 (Pentecost 20) 

1.  Texts:  Exodus 33:12-23; Ps. 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 25:15-22. 

2.  Subject:  discipleship. 

3.  Topic:  obedience. 

4.  Aim:  challenge, guide. 

5.  Proposition:  “Obedience is the difficult surrender of our wills to God and to others.” 

 

OBEDIENCE TO THE LORD 

 

 The lesson from the Gospel of Matthew is clear:  give to the state the loyal 

obedience it is due and give to God the loyal obedience he is due.   

 

 Like a magnifying glass focussing sunlight, you can refine the lesson a little.  

Give to the state the loyal obedience it is due, except when that loyal obedience 

would deny the loyal obedience God is due.  It’s not any clearer, really, just more 

defined. 

 

 So, as of the moment any Christian reads or hears this sermon, that person 

will no longer exceed the posted speed limits.  The Christian will no longer seek 

to cheat on their income tax returns by not declaring income.  As of that moment, 

every Christian listener will wear facial coverings as required. 

 

 I suppose every Christian who reads or hears this sermon will cheerfully 

give 10% of net income to the Church.  They will look for occasions to sacrifice 

themselves for the sake of others.  As of that moment, every Christian listener will 

go out to make other disciples and teach them everything that Jesus has 

commanded us.   

 

 But it doesn’t seem to work that way, does it.  After all, the Church has 

heard this saying of Jesus for about 1,989 years, and we still haven’t learned how 

to apply it.  We know the content, but we can’t seem to figure out how to do it.   

 

 It seems to me that the root of the problem is now part of who we are.  Listen 

to this: 

 And the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You may freely eat of 

every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil you shall not eat…So when the woman saw that the tree 
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was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that 

the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit 

and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with 

her, and he ate.1 

From the beginning human beings have thought themselves somehow superior.  

We don’t need to follow the limits that others impose on us.  We’re all smarter 

and more capable than that. 

 

 This seems to be particularly so in northern Alberta.  We have this streak of 

stubborn independence that seems to want to lift us above others and certainly to 

not submit to others.  Look at all the chatter about western alienation and 

independence.  Look at how angry people become when they get a speeding 

ticket.  We in northern Alberta don’t like being told what to do.   

 

 So, we can drive above the speed limit, because speed limits are for bad 

drivers.  We don’t need to pay our full taxes because the government doesn’t need 

the money and they don’t spend what money we do give them in the ways we 

want it spent.  We don’t have to wear masks during a pandemic because we’re 

not sick and even if we get sick, we’re healthy enough to fight it off.   

 

 So, we don’t give 10% of our net income because we have better uses for 

that money.  We don’t have to love those we don’t know and probably don’t even 

like.  We don’t have to make disciples because that would be forcing our religion 

on other people.   

 

 It’s all a matter of our “self-will”, that part of us that insists we know better 

and are better than someone else.   

 

 But knowing Jesus is all about selflessness, about the surrendering of 

ourselves to God.  In faith, we admit to ourselves, to the world and to God that 

he knows us better than we know ourselves, that his plan for us is better than 

anything we can ask or imagine.  Faith is about the surrendering of our self-will. 

‘This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have 

loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s 

 
1 Genesis 2:16-17a; 3:6. 
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life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I 

command you. I do not call you servants any longer, because the 

servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have 

called you friends, because I have made known to you 

everything that I have heard from my Father.2 

 

 Jesus is the model and guide for our faith.  He surrendered his will to the 

Father, which also involved surrendering his life for ours.  He has loved us by 

surrender and self-sacrifice.  We love him in the same way.  We surrender our 

will to God and sacrifice our lives for his.   

 

 This is the primary way in which we give to God that which is God’s.  Our 

lives came from God and in faith we surrender them back to him.  We “render 

unto God that which is God’s” through our life-changing faith.   

 

 Because this is true of our relationship with God, the other statement about 

Caesar must also be true:  “Give to the emperor that which is the emperor’s.”  We 

owe obedience to the state.  Of course, that obedience is limited by justice, 

righteousness and the will of God.  When the state demands something that is 

contrary to God’s justice, righteousness and love—that is, contrary to the life 

shown us in Christ—then we are obligated to disobey.  But, unless there is evil 

within the demands of the state, we are committed to obedience.   

 

 Paul wanted to be clear about this loyal obedience. 

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there 

is no authority except from God, and those authorities that exist 

have been instituted by God…Therefore one must be subject, not 

only because of wrath but also because of conscience. For the 

same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s 

servants, busy with this very thing.3 

Now, you can’t say that Paul was simply being naive.  He knew the state could 

be wrong.  It was the state that sent Jesus to be executed.  It was the state that 

 
2 John 15:12-15. 
3 Romans 13:1, 5-6.   
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imprisoned Peter.  It was the state that would hold Paul himself captive for no 

good reason.  Paul knew the state could be wrong. 

 

 Yet, he still insisted on loyal obedience as the first response.  We cannot 

obey when obedience means evil.  But our first response is loyal obedience.   

 

 What are we to do with all this? 

 

 We start with the clear implication that loyal obedience to God is our 

highest priority and our highest good.  It defines and may even limit our loyal 

obedience to the state.  But our loyal obedience to God demands that we offer 

loyal obedience to the state. 

 

 Our web of relationships may help us to focus our obedience.  That is, if 

loyal obedience to God is our highest priority, then the relationship with God 

must be of paramount importance.  Following that comes 

2. spouse, 

3. children, 

4. extended family, and 

5. community, including the relationships with one’s 

employer. 

Our loyal obedience to God and to the state must serve these relationships in this 

order.  We can also use this hierarchy of relationships to help assess the limits of 

our obedience. 

 

 There is one last, well, wrinkle in this:  our loyal obedience to God and to 

the state must serve the mission of God and the proclamation of the gospel.  Our 

loyal obedience is part of 

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go 

therefore 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 that I have commanded you. 

And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.’4 

 
4 Matthew 28:18-20.   

If you post this bullet list 
(on screen/on chart paper), 
be sure to either put God as 
#1 or to clearly label the 
others starting with #2. 
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Through our relationships with God and with others, we demonstrate to the 

world the reality of our faith and our salvation.  We don’t offer loyal obedience 

merely because it is demanded of us.  We offer it because God has saved us and 

because we want others to see that salvation at work through us.   

 

 The lesson from the Gospel of Matthew is clear:  give to the state the loyal 

obedience it is due and give to God the loyal obedience he is due.  Paul’s intent 

and meaning can be summarized in one sentence.  This is an integral part to how 

we will work out our own salvation with fear and trembling, as St. Paul once 

wrote to the Philippians.5  This is Christ’s gospel at work in us and through us.  

Thanks be to God! 

 

 AMEN.   

 
5 Philippians 2:12.   


