Watch Out For Each Other - Ezekiel 33:7-11

Dear Christian friends.  Do I get involved?  Or should I stay out of it?  Those are some tough questions aren’t they?  Sometimes circumstances warrant that you do need to get involved immediately.  Other times it’s “let’s just give it some time and see what happens.”  Am I my brother’s keeper?"  That was Cain’s answer when God asked him about his brother Abel. Whether it was sarcasm, or a weak and foolish attempt to cover up what he had done, we don’t know.  What we do know is that God wanted to call Cain to repentance, But Cain did not want to admit that he did anything wrong.  The answer to Cain’s question though whether we think we should get involved or not is… yes!  We are!  Jesus points that out to us when he said, "If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault just between the two of you." And the Christian way to do that is not to approach it with a "better-than-thou" attitude, but with genuine LOVE and CONCERN. 

That was the job of Ezekiel the prophet.  God had called Ezekiel to be concerned about the spiritual life of his chosen people. As God’s people we also should be concerned watch out for each other.
To set up the context here things had really changed dramatically since the last time this message came to Ezekiel. The impossible had happened: Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians. The people were being taken away into exile. There was a deep sense of sadness and despair.  It would seem that all of their hope was gone. Yet now this gave Ezekiel the opportunity to focus God's people on what the real problem was.  Not Babylon or Egypt or anyone else. The real enemy was their sinful idolatry. 

And like many of us Ezekiel doubted that he could do that job.  So God reminds Ezekiel saying, "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’s primary job was to be a watchman, that is, to make people aware of a coming danger.  God reminds him however that his first priority was to listen. To hear clearly what God had to say, and then to announce God’s warning to his people. And from God’s perspective Ezekiel was successful as he carried out his role. 

Most of us at some point in our lives have wondered with Ezekiel, "What am I supposed to do now?" We got to the upper grades in grade school, started high school, went away to college, got married, had kids, the kids grew up and moved out, we retired or lost a spouse. The feeling may be, "My situation isn’t the same as it used to be. My responsibilities have changed."  And sometimes we might tend to think that changed circumstances in our lives mean changes in our service and responsibility to God. But if we listen closely to his Word we learn that's not the case.  God tells us, "CONTINUE to witness to me by talking about Jesus the Savior. CONTINUE to witness to me by living your life in a God-pleasing manner. CONTINUE to apply my law when it’s needed to point out sin. CONTINUE to apply the message of my love, the gospel, when it’s needed to comfort the repentant sinner." We might sometimes say, "I’ve tried that already." Then God comes back to us as he came to Ezekiel and says, "You’re still my watchman. Circumstances don’t change my message, nor do they change your use of it. Keep listening to me." 

Yes, we all have to admit that one of the toughest parts about watching out for one another is pointing out sin.  No one likes to do that because they feel that it is none of their business.  Also, by pointing out one’s sin they might immediately point back at you for your sin.  But isn’t that one of the purposes of God’s watchmen, to warn one another.  And as Ezekiel did that, he didn’t make up his own standard of morality. He simply proclaimed God’s message. Throughout the book of Ezekiel God sent him to proclaim warnings against sins like injustice, sexual immorality, and idolatry.
Being a spiritual watchman isn’t always a pleasant job. It’s important for us to call a sin a sin. We shouldn’t minimize it in any way. We need to point out injustice and unfairness whether it comes in the form of shady political dealings, to unfairness on the playground.  We also need to point out sins of idolatry.  Many times, that sin of idolatry can come in the form using most of our time and resources to make ourselves better, and smarter and not prioritizing what is important.  
 
Many of you have heard Chris Driesbach perform but perhaps others of you have not.  He talks in most of his performances about his past.  Before he became a Christian he was an unbeliever.  He wanted nothing to do with God.  He also liked to argue with pastors.  So when one of our WELS pastors talked to him of course he was geared up to argue.  But this pastor didn’t argue back.  Instead he would say, “Let’s see what God’s Word says about that.”  This way it wasn’t the pastor’s word vs. Chris’ word.  It wasn’t his knowledge vs. the pastor in the game show “Are your smarter than a WELS Pastor.”  It was God’s Word.  And ultimately it won him over.  Again, switching priorities from depending on our knowledge and education to what God teaches us about ourselves.  
So how do we react when someone points out our sins? It puts us on the defensive doesn’t it?  We prefer to see other’s sins rather than our own, or use the excuse that everybody’s doing it. The devil works hard in us to do that.  What we really need is for God to help us feel that full seriousness of our sins, and respond, "How then can I live?" Then that warning work of the watchman has achieved its purpose. 

But if we’re really concerned about being our brother’s keeper, our work doesn’t end here. We also want to rescue one another with the gospel. God didn’t want his people to live separated from him, only to die and remain separated for all eternity. That’s why he sent his watchman with this message, "Say to them, ‘As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways! Why will you die, O house of Israel?’" 
People whose circumstances in life are good and whose futures looks bright often can easily excuse or ignore God’s promise when he says, "I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked." Why??  Well because they don’t think this promise applies to them. On the other hand, to people whose lives are filled with sadness and misery or even death, God’s promise, "I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked" sounds hollow and accusatory. They, or others they love, are dying so they conclude those difficulties are a sign they’re being punished by God. 

But this promise is gospel. It’s good news. To human beings, all of whom are by nature wicked, God says, "I have no pleasure in your death." He doesn’t want us to be cut off from him for eternity. Through water and the Word he has called us to be his children, and wants us in his family. God’s attitude towards us, which we call his grace, is so comforting even though we, the objects of his grace, are so wicked.  And this is also a wonderful truth to share as God’s watchmen. 

Simply put when we warn each other with God’s law, it is with the purpose to bring home the point of how desperately we need a rescue. A person who doesn’t think he’s drowning doesn’t think he needs a life jacket. But that rescue is still needed and it’s a reality. Jesus took care of our sins and the sins of the whole world through his perfect life, death and resurrection. We can take that message to heart for ourselves, and then throw a spiritual lifeline to others who see their sins in the mirror of God’s law. We can assure them of God’s love for them in Christ, a love that placed their sins on Jesus. God will help us to do that. 

After proclaiming God’s Word with seemingly little result, Ezekiel may have been tempted to ask, "Am I still my brother's keeper?". The answer still would have been "Yes." And we have been called to do the same. And it’s is a task that remains the same for all time.  So, listen to the Lord, warn one another, and rescue one another. God help us to take this message to heart and gladly carry out our responsibilities with the confidence that our work will be blessed. Amen.

