* Message given at the Community 4th of July Service

God Bless America
In February, 1944 – America was involved in World War II – fighting for the very survival of liberty against the Japanese in the Pacific and the Germans in Europe.  
On February 19 – The American military launched an attack on the island of Iwo Jima – an eight mile square island 600 miles south of Tokyo.  The island was being held by some 22,000 Japanese soldiers who were protecting two air strips that America needed for the war effort.

The stakes were high on both sides and that battle was fought with tremendous sacrifice and courage. The Japanese strategy was simply to fight to the death – with no Japanese survivors.  In the end – 26,000 American soldiers lost their lives in the taking of Iwo Jima – a huge sacrifice 
The U.S. Marines fought in WW II for 43 months.  Yet they suffered 1/3 of their total casualties in the one month of fighting on the island of Iwo Jima.  They left behind one of the Pacific’s largest cemeteries – nearly 6800 graves – mounds with crosses and stars.

Thousands of families never received back a body of their loved one – but simply were given the information that they died in the performance of their duty and were buried in a particular plot giving the location coordinates.

The picture of the flag raising at Iwo Jima by American soldiers is perhaps the most familiar photograph from WW II.  It is said to be the most reproduced photograph in the history of photography.

Outside of the cemetery at Iwo Jima – this inscription has been chiseled into stone:
When you go home

Tell them for us and say

For your tomorrow 

We gave our today

At this time of year – we think of America and the great freedoms we enjoy – the rich history – the Declaration of Independence - the sacrifices that others have made so we could enjoy the freedoms we possess 

Many have given their lives in the service of our country.
What are we doing with the tomorrow given to us secured thru the sacrifices of others – and bequeathed to us in the providence of God?
We sometimes hear the phrase: ‘God bless America’ – a good phrase
We pray and ask for God to bless America – but what do we mean by such requests?

Is it simply victory over our enemies?

Is it a strong economy – money in everybody’s pocket?

If God were to bless America would we have more leisure time?
Would we have more freedoms and less responsibility?

I’d like to consider with you this evening 2 ways in which God wants us to think of blessedness 

I. Blessedness – is hungering and thirsting for righteousness – Matt. 5:6
Matthew 5:6 - “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness – for they shall be satisfied.”

We are a blessed people if we hunger and thirst for righteousness 

This refers to our inward desires and reflects a view of what we really need in life and as individuals created by God 

We often equate blessings with material things such as homes and cars – and having a good economy [we can measure blessedness with the rising and falling of the Dow] – but the Scriptures remind us that the true blessings are of a far deeper nature – they are spiritual in nature 

They have to do with being rightly related to God 

Ps. 32:1 – ‘Blessed is he who transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered.’ 

Ps. 1:1 – ‘How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, nor stand in the path of sinners.’

Author David Wells writes of something he calls, ‘The American Paradox’.  The paradox is that we [today] are better paid, better fed, better housed, better educated and healthier than ever before, and with more human rights, faster communication and more convenient transportation than we have ever known.  Alongside all of this largesse are the signs of life in pain and travail.  Since 1960 the divorce rate has doubled, teen suicide has tripled, violent crime quadrupled, the number in prison quintupled, illegitimate children sextupled and the number of those cohabiting has increased sevenfold.’  [Above All Earthly Pow’rs, p. 179]
In other words – With all of the physical and material blessings we enjoy – one would think Americans would be happier and more satisfied with life

Rather – the exact opposite seems to be true: We’re divorcing more than ever, our prisons are exploding, our families are crumbling, immorality is so common that couples choose to live together [skipping marriage altogether] – and do so without batting an eye or thinking that such a decision is a moral one – add on top of that the homosexual agenda – and redefining of marriage 

Do we dare ask God to bless America given those figures?
I think we can if we understand blessing rightly 

The 2nd verse of America the Beautiful puts it aptly: 

America!  America!  God mend thine every flaw

Confirm thy soul in self control, thy liberty in law!

America is a blessed nation when it calls on God to mend its every flaw 

When it keeps its liberties in check by the virtuous restraint of self-control 

When liberty stands side by side with morality and just laws 

William Penn – the 1st Governor of Pennsylvania once said, ‘If we will not be ruled by God – then we will be ruled by tyrants.’

He understood that the way America would be blessed – is to be a nation under God 

We hear of people wanting get rid of that little phrase in our pledge of allegiance 

I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America 

And to the Republic for which it stands 

One nation – under God – indivisible 

With liberty and justice for all 

America is blessed when it is under God – not above God – or ignoring God – or pushing God to the side - but under – seeking His grace – asking Him to mend our flaws 

When Puritans first sailed to America it was their desire to plant the Christian religion firmly on the new continent 

A French writer – Alexis de Tocqueville - came to visit the United States in the 1830s to look at American life and democracy.

He wrote these now famous words of America: ‘there is no country in the world where the Christian religion retains a greater influence over the souls of men than in America . . . its influence is most powerfully felt over the most enlightened and free nation of the earth.’
‘America is great because she is good. If America ceases to be good, America will cease to be great.’

Let me give a 2nd category of blessing: 

II. Blessed are those who recognize Jesus Christ for who He is – Matt. 16:13-17
Jesus once asked the disciples the question – who do people say that I am?

Then He directed the question to the disciples: ‘Who do you say that I am?’ [Matt. 16:15]

Peter answered: ‘Thou art the Christ – the Son of the living God’

Note Jesus’ response: Blessed are you Simon Barjona . . .
Blessedness is found in knowing who Jesus Christ is 

Jesus did not merely claim to show us the way or to teach the truth or give us life
He claimed to be the way – to be the truth – to be the life 

Some people when confronted with the identity of Jesus Christ – were offended – outraged 

Who is this man that claims to forgive sins?

Who is this guy who says He existed before Abraham?

The disciples were stymied by the One who could command nature: ‘Who is this one that even the wind and the waves obey Him?’
People stumble over Jesus 

C.S. Lewis: ‘People often ask me, ‘what is a Christian?’

‘The answer they wish to receive is, ‘A Christian is a decent chap who’s unselfish, etc.’ [God in the Dock, p. 97]
If Paul or the apostles would have gone around with that message – nobody would have opposed them 

It is because they said that Jesus was God’s Son who died on the cross for our sins and rose again from the dead that they were opposed
God had long before promised the patriarch Abraham – that in his seed all the families of the earth should be blessed 

God blessed the world thru the coming of Jesus Christ – the one born to the virgin Mary

The way anyone enters into that blessing – is thru having a relationship with Jesus Christ 

In Peter’s second sermon in the book of Acts he told the Jewish people Jesus came to bless them – ‘For you, first, God raised up His servant, and sent Him to bless you by turning every one of you from your wicked ways.’  [Acts 3:26]

That is the blessing – repentance and faith in Jesus Christ 
May God bless America by bringing our sins to our remembrance – so that we repent of them and turn to Jesus 
May God bless America by mending our every flaw – making us a people hungry and thirsty for righteousness

Conclusion

In the Fall of 1944 – America was involved in World War II – fighting for the very survival of liberty against the Japanese in the Pacific and the Germans in Europe.  

At this time – the Japanese military began to reflect a sense of desperation in their war effort.  It was becoming clear to them that the tide of the war was going against them.  The Japanese air force – in particular was seen to be ineffective and was fast becoming a useless part of their military machine as most of their top skill level pilots had already been shot down in action.

An Admiral Onishi began trying a new tactic at this time – something called the Kamikaze

The Kamikaze was generally a rookie pilot who could barely make it to his destination without a lead pilot showing the way.  The kamikaze plane was loaded with a 500 lb bomb and its mission was to fly into the flight deck of American ships thus exploding on impact.

The decision to send young men on kamikaze missions did not come without resistance – some of the Japanese leadership questioned the practice of sending young pilots off to certain death – but the military stressed the duty to homeland and even referred to rewards in the after life.

Admiral Onishi told his young pilots that they were already gods and should have no further interest in human affairs.  Upon completion of their mission their spirits would fly to the Yasukuni shrine near the Imperial palace in Tokyo and there would be enshrined forever; all Japan would come to pay them homage.  [The Kamikazes, p. 63]
We beg to differ with the Admiral’s assessment

Fast Forward to 9-11 – 2001

America again under attack by young men on a suicide mission – again with the promise of religious reward in the afterlife 

We live in a religious world – with people calling on their gods 
If one does not worship the one true God as He is revealed to us thru His Son Jesus Christ – He will worship and deify something else 

Let America hear once again the words which Joshua once challenged the nation of Israel with:
Joshua 24:15 – ‘Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve . . . as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.’

That is the only place of blessing for America 
PAGE  
6

