Sermon preached by Christine Simpson in St Mary’s Church, Market Drayton on Sunday 8th August 2010
Bible Readings:   Ephesians 1: 3 – 14; John 15:16 – 19

Jesus said, “I have chosen YOU.”     (John 15 v16)
A few weeks ago I had the somewhat dubious pleasure of watching part of the opening session of “Big Brother”. A group of hopeful people were assembled, together with their supporters, to discover if they’d been chosen to take part in the very last series of “Big Brother”. There were loud shrieks of joy as contestants heard the wonderful words, “YOU have been chosen to enter the Big Brother House!”

It put me in mind of the days when I’d stood on the edge of the games field at school, waiting for my name to be called by the girl given the responsibility of forming a hockey team. Usually it didn’t happen. Logically, I knew a small, very short-sighted person wouldn’t be much of an asset, and, in any case, I didn’t really enjoy playing hockey, but I still felt a pang of rejection – and a sense of achievement when, usually because half the class were down with flu, my name actually was called! 

When you apply for a job, audition for a part in a play, attend an interview for a course at school, college or university, it’s a great feeling to know that YOU have been chosen. Out of all the other applicants, someone believes YOU are special. Of course, if YOU are chosen, that often means that someone else has been passed over, not counted talented enough, rejected. 
So, if Jesus says, “I have chosen YOU.” Does it mean that he’s rejected ME? To be honest, the first time I studied these words, “You did not choose me, but I chose YOU”, that’s exactly what I did think!
No doubt those days on a draughty field had more impact than I’d realised! I was plunged into despair because I reasoned that, although I’d chosen to follow Jesus, what if he hadn’t chosen me? Why on earth would he choose ME? If you’ve ever been foolish enough to entertain similar thoughts, then let me assure you that certainly isn’t the meaning of this passage.

(2)

Jesus chose his first disciples and called them to follow him. They couldn’t take any credit for it; their standing and relationship with him was a matter of grace – as it is for each of us. Paul wrote to the Christians in Ephesus, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Christ.”  The word, “predestined” might sound a bit ominous, but here, Paul is at pains to assure these people that God has indeed chosen them – they are now part of his family. 

Of course the first Christians were Jews – members of the race who were recognised as God’s chosen people. Paul wanted those new believers to be in no doubt that they too were loved and chosen by God – that it had always been part of his plan that they should come to him through Christ. As part of the Roman Empire, they would have been familiar with the idea of adoption. If a Roman citizen didn’t have a son and heir to carry on the family name, he might adopt a child from a poorer family who would then enjoy all the rights of a natural son. These are the rights that we can now enjoy, not through any merit of our own, but through God’s grace. We are chosen to be members of his family.
In his great love, God created the world and everything in it, including us human beings. John 3:16 tells us that “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”  Martin Luther apparently said that he was very relieved that this passage didn’t read, “God so loved Martin Luther…”, or he would have decided it must be referring to another man called Martin Luther! God chose to make it possible for all people to know his salvation.

Holman Hunt’s famous picture, “The Light of the World”, is based on the verse from Revelation, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.”  It’s a beautiful interpretation of Christ’s grace and humility, not forcing his way in, but waiting for us to invite him into our lives. In choosing us, he took the initiative. It’s only because he has chosen us that we are free to decide whether to accept or reject him.  

(3)

So why has Jesus chosen us?  What is his purpose? 
(1) Firstly, as Martin told us last Sunday, he has chosen us to be his friends.

This is an enormous privilege – to be a friend of the King of Kings - to enjoy a growing and lasting relationship with him; to  The best kind of relationships last and deepen over the years. Often, we become more alike one another in our views and attitudes. Jesus has chosen us to spend time with him, to walk with him, to listen to him, to follow his ways, to grow more like him. 
(2) Jesus has chosen us to be fruitful. 

He said, “I have chosen you and appointed you to go and bear fruit – fruit that will last.” As we allow him to work in us through his Spirit, so we become more like him and we’re able to communicate his life and his love to others. You could say that we’re all part of the same tree, but, wonderfully, the fruit you produce will be different from the fruit I produce because each of us is an individual. Jesus calls us to serve him in different ways, but he calls each of us to produce lasting fruit – in terms of our own lives and of the things we do that make a difference for someone else. Jesus has chosen us, and indeed commanded us, to love one another. He has given us the supreme example of his sacrificial love, and created the conditions in which we are free to love in return. It is in this context that we can produce the fruit that he desires.

Jesus has chosen us to be different and to make a difference. He warns us that we won’t always be popular, “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own…but I have chosen you out of the world.” 
The “world” Jesus is referring to is the “world”, the society, that regards Jesus, and his followers, as a threat. Those who speak out against greed, prejudice and injustice can find themselves facing opposition, threats, even violence. Those who insist on speaking the truth and refusing to compromise may find themselves at odds with colleagues or employers. 
We have been chosen to reveal the presence of love, the presence of God, in those places where he seems most absent.
(4)

Jesus has chosen YOU –
-to be adopted into his family and to know God as your Father;

-to be his friend; to be in relationship with him and to follow his ways; 

-to know his love and to be channels of his love to those around you; 

-to produce good fruit in your own life and to enable others to be fruitful;

-to make a difference in the world in the unique way that only YOU can.

Jesus has made all this possible, because HE HAS CHOSEN YOU!

