Jesus, Lover of My Soul				Memory Verse: Jeremiah 31:3
April 19, 2026						Scripture Reading: Psalm 57
[SLIDE 1]
	I want you to know that as a pastor, my job is not always fun and games.  I know I’ve got the flashy office and all but sometimes I have to make a visit to a hospital, and sometimes I have to have hard conversations and sometimes I have to officiate a funeral. Whenever I am asked to do a funeral, I will meet with the family beforehand and talk to them a bit about the person who passed.  No matter how well I might have known someone, surely their family members know them much better than I.  As the family shares memories and stories, I always am sure to ask one question.  I’ll say, “I know it’s impossible, but if you could sum up this person in one or two words what words would you choose?” It’s a hard question. And after some thought, people will tend to land on a few words that describe their loved one.  Different family members will have different words, but there will usually be some common themes: Dad was a family man, mom loved to serve others, so and so was so caring, or funny or generous.  These are wonderful qualities that any of us would do well to aspire to in our own lives. But I think it is an important question that we should ask even now. How will people describe me when I’m gone? And do I have any say in how that discussion plays out? What sort of legacy am I leaving behind me? It’s an important thing to consider.
	Well, we can also ask this question in reference to Jesus. He is the Son of God, the Savior of the World, the One who defeated death itself: how would we summarize Jesus in one word?  There might be various words we could posit as an answer to this question, but Charles Wesley, in this week’s hymn, chooses the world: [SLIDE 2] “lover”. And he specifies that way in which Jesus loves in the first line, “Jesus, Lover of my soul.” I think in this, we have a great summary of who Jesus is and what defines him. 
	The prophet Jeremiah speaks for God himself when he says to his people in chapter 31:3, “I have loved you with an everlasting love.” Now we are pretty good at imagining a love that lasts a lifetime. When someone passes away, we are sad because we know that we can no longer experience their love.  We know that a marriage only lasts until one of the spouses passes away. Love, in our context, has an expiration point. [SLIDE 3] But God loves with an everlasting love! And that love was first expressed in the very beginning at creation.  God gave us life because he loves.  Then humanity was able to know about God through the law and his commandments.  God let us know what was expected because he loves.  And then, through the course of time, Jesus was born in the little town of Bethlehem.  And, as it says, in Colossians 1, “He is the image of the invisible God,” and “God was pleased to have all of his fullness dwell in him.”  So, we see, in Jesus, the pinnacle of God’s self-revelation. Jesus is the perfect image of God’s love. He is the fullness of God’s love.  So we do not merely say that God sent Jesus because he loves us, but we can actually say that in Jesus, God sent himself, because he loves us.  
	And Wesley points out the object of that love: our souls, or rather, that part of us that is eternal. God’s everlasting love is directed at our everlasting souls, in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Verse one of the hymn describes Jesus as [SLIDE 4] our safe haven and refuge, both in this life and the next. “Hide me O my Savior hide, till the storm of life is past.” We all have experienced life as a storm.  It blows us down, it tears up what we thought was stable, it brings unexpected chaos and destruction. Just a little over a year ago, my wife’s close family friend found out that her husband had cancer. Jeff was a strong Chistian, with a healthy, active lifestyle and five young daughters. He was a volunteer extraordinaire in his church. But the cancer was fast-growing and quickly depleted all of Jeff’s physical strength.  It was not long before he was bed-ridden and unable to work or travel or even walk.  But Jeff knew the everlasting love of God, and he hid himself in Christ his Savior. The next line, [SLIDE 5]  “Safe into the haven guide, O receive my soul at last.” Well, after a little over a year of cancer treatment, Jeff’s life on this earth ended. His body suddenly stopped breathing and the love he offered and the love he received was no more. But our God loves with an everlasting love. And as Christians, we can look upon a tragic storm of life, a storm that ended in death and we can rejoice knowing that Jeff is safe in the haven of heaven, that Jesus has received his soul at last!  Not even death can confound the everlasting love of God. And Jeff’s funeral became a celebration. The tragedy of a young father passing away could not eclipse the power of God’s everlasting love. 
	Verse two continues this theme of finding refuge in Jesus. But, I also want to pull from this verse the ways in which Wesley describes us as humans. He uses the word [SLIDE 6] “helpless” and in the last line confesses to defenselessness.  We talked a lot about these characteristics in our last series on prayer.  The fact that we are helpless is the basis for our prayers in the first place.  Wesley covers all the angles.  He refers to our souls as helpless and to our heads as defenseless. So, essentially, both physically and spiritually, we are in need of protection, and in Christ, we can find that protection.  Wesley pulls from the Psalms and invokes this image of God as a great bird under whose wings we are able to find shelter and refuge. You can find this idea laced all throughout the Psalms, in 57, which we read earlier as well as in 17, 36, 63, and 91.   But in the New Testament, Jesus himself, presents his own version of this image. [SLIDE 7] ((In Matthew 23:37, while on the Mount of Olives, Jesus looks over the city of Jerusalem, the capital of God’s chosen people, and he weeps over the hardness of the people’s hearts.  He says, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!”  
	So Jesus takes the image of a powerful, elegant, eagle and adds to it another dimension…a hen, a flightless, clucking, pecking hen.  Jesus is not intending to correct or replace the picture of the strong eagle, but he is adding to that picture.  He is adding a relational touch, and shade of intimacy.)) [SLIDE 8] By comparing himself to a mother hen, Jesus highlights two crucial things: one, he loves and cares for his people. There is a relationship between the hen and her chicks.  And two, the chicks are helpless.  They are merely little fluff balls that hop around.  Have you ever held a baby chick?  There is nothing to them!  They are in complete need with no defenses, no resilience and no recourse.  But Jesus is saying here, “I love you!  I know you are in need.  Come find protection under my wings!”  The offer is there, Jesus has done all the work, but there is one condition: are you willing? Jesus looks upon Jerusalem and laments because those people are not willing.  They will not run to him for shelter.  They will not turn and be saved. Are you willing?  When the rain starts falling and the lightning strikes and the conditions of life overwhelm, are you willing to hide in the shelter of his wings?  If you sing this hymn, Wesley sets you up well when it comes to admitting our souls are helpless, our very heads are defenseless, but thanks be to God, we can find cover in the shadow of his wing.
	In addition to being helpless, verse three adds to our description, [SLIDE 9] “I am all unrighteousness, false and full of sin I am, thou art full of truth and grace.” Another example of Jesus meeting out needs. In this life, we need shelter, we need some sort of defense both spiritually and physically.  Now in verse three we add to that list [SLIDE 10] truth and grace.  We need truth and grace.  We need to know which way is up, what reality is actually like, what voice we can trust, and we desperately need forgiveness for our unrighteousness. Truth and grace are the two main gates of the gospel, but they must be entered in order. 
	I cannot understand or accept grace if I do not first know the truth about who I am and my situation.  Charels Wesley is careful here to present the facts of reality first.  I am full of sin…I am all unrighteousness. That is the truth.  There is no side-stepping it or white washing it…I am not good and I do not qualify.  These words [SLIDE 11] “all” unrighteousness and “full” or sin are not used accidently. They express the unadorned truth…but on the heels of the horrific truth comes the balm of grace.  Christ is full of forgiveness.  He covers us in the precious blood of his own sacrifice and he gives the power of the Holy Spirit to bring about in us transformation that does away with sin. 	
	In verse four, we find that this grace is [SLIDE 12] plenteous! What a word!  Plenteous! Enough to cover all my sin! And Wesley makes one more reference to the words of Jesus before this hymn closes. In the gospel of John chapter 4 Jesus is having a conversation with a Samaritan woman at a very famous well. [SLIDE 13] As she draws water up from the well, Jesus begins to talk to her about something he calls, “living water.” He makes the point in verse 13, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again.” It is the truth.  We all know this truth.  We all drink water every day because every day we get thirsty again and again. But Jesus goes on, “But whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” Well, those are curious words to say.  And the woman had some questions: Water with superpowers?  Water that satisfies our thirst forever!  Water that is somehow within me and is related to eternal life? It sounds great, so she asks Jesus, “Sir, give me this water, so that I will not be thirsty or have to come here to draw water.” Now it is clear that this woman does not totally understand what Jesus is getting at here. He is talking about a spiritual reality, a supernatural provision, an eternal proposition. This woman may not understand all the details of what Jesus is describing, but even if she does not totally understand, what does she demonstrate? [SLIDE 14] She is willing!  She is willing to listen and willing to learn more.  She is willing to trust and in a few verses we see that she is willing to share as she runs back into town to tell everyone about this important conversation she had at the well with a man she thinks could be the Messiah.  She clearly does not have all the blanks filled in, but she sees the lightning in the sky, she feels the rain falling, she knows a storm is brewing and she is willing to run to Jesus for refuge, for protection, for forgiveness, and for the gift of living water.  Wesley’s words, are her words, and they become our words as well, [SLIDE 15] “Spring thou up within my heart, rise to all eternity.” 
	Are you willing?  Are you willing to make those words your own?  Are you willing to run to the protection of Christ under his wings?  Are you willing to accept the hard truth that you are indeed a sinner, and that plenteous grace is available for you?  Are you willing to accept Jesus, the lover of your soul and love him in return?
	And please know these questions pertain to all of us.   Whether you have been a Christian for decades or whether you are sitting on the fence when it comes to faith. I want you to know that, as a pastor, my life is not always fun and games.  Ministry is hard, marriage is hard, parenting is hard…if it were easy then I would not have much need for Jesus.  If it were easy, than Jesus would become a mere decoration, someone I might admire and emulate, but ultimately, someone I could do without.  Life is hard because it is constantly pointing out our need, our weaknesses, our shortcomings. Life is a storm that drives us to find shelter.  Now, as we start running from the high winds and the torrential rain, each of us have to decide where we are going to run.  We have to decide, of the options available to me, which one best provides the shelter I need?  A sprawling oak tree, a parked car? A park pavilion? A basement or a bomb shelter? There are many options… [SLIDE 16] run to Jesus.      
But no matter how long we have been finding shelter in Jesus, we all have to be willing, each and every day to continue to walk with him.  We all have to continue to trust in his grace, and continue to pursue his righteousness and continue to partake of the fountain that flows within.  We may know the great salvation of our God, but we must still ensure that our hearts do not become hard over time, that his grace is not taken for granted.  So I ask again to each of you…are you willing to let Jesus stand before you as the lover of your soul? Are you willing to run to him for refuge? If your life is not stormy now, know that it is coming.  A storm is coming. None of us are immune. And Jesus pleads with each of us.  Hear his words again, “How often I have longed to shelter you as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing.” This hymn is a song that declares, “I am willing! Jesus, I am willing.” I invite you, as we close, to sing the words of this song as your own.  Make this song your prayer. Come to Jesus, willingly accept his invitation and enter into his grace and, once there, rejoice in his many benefits. Amen.  
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