
John 3:31-36 
James 1:22-27 
 
“Believing: I. Doing Your Duty” 
 
 
I don’t know much about Scarlet Johansson. 
 
She’s an actress, I know that. 
 
I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in a movie… 
 
I don’t know much about her, but she’s down on marriage.  I know that.  I 
read that last week. 
 
On the cover of The Week, “Scarlett Johansson Down on Marriage…page 
10. 
 
I found page 10. 
 
Seems she has just separated from her second husband after two years of 
marriage.  They have a two year old child together. 
 
Her first marriage lasted a bit longer…three years. 
 
I’m sorry for her. 
 
I know the pain of failing in marriage. 
And the pain of having your failure make the news. 
 
Just before she got married a second time, she said of her husband-to-be, 
““He’s the smartest person I know.  I was attracted to the way that he 
thinks, his sense of irony, how he looks at things.  “He comforted me,” she 
said. “That was enough. I remember thinking there was a safety in that. I 
was accepted.” 
 
Something happened though.  It’s too bad. 
 
I was struck by what Scarlet Johansson said about marriage itself after her 
second failure. 
 
“I think the idea of marriage is very romantic…it’s a beautiful idea.  I just 
don’t think it’s natural to be a monogamous person.  It’s a lot of work.  



And the fact that it is such work for so many people---for 
everyone…proves that it is not a natural thing.” 
 
Now I thought about that thing. 
 
I thought and thought about it….and this is what I came up with. 
 
See if I’m right. 
 
If something is not easy, it must not be meant to be…..it’s not natural. 
 
Is that right? 
 
On June 9th this year Norman and Barbara Goss will celebrate their 
wedding anniversary. 
 
They walked down the aisle in Birmingham, Alabama, six months after a 
group of guys asked a group of girls to go out for dinner and dancing… 
 
And in that group, one girl leaned out the door…and he saw her….and 
he was smitten….love at first sight. 
 
They went to dinner and dinner was nice…and after dinner he asked her 
to dance…and he took her in his arms and he was a good dancer….and 
that was it.  It was easy…and natural. 
 
Six months later they were married.  June 9th, 1955. 
 
This year will make 62 years of marriage. 
 
Do you think all those years were as easy as that first smile, that first 
dance? 
 
Or if you ask Norman and Barbara, would they say something like 
this….”There were times in these 62 years that marriage was hard work.  
There were times when life wasn’t a jitterbugging boogie woogie 
bop…but when I wanted to bop him on the head. 
 
They might even tell you that there were times when they came home to 
each other, not because it was easy, but because, even though it was 
hard, they had promised they would. 
 
But….by Scarlet Johansson’s reasoning, that would have rendered their 
promise and their 62 years together as “unnatural.” 



 
How subtly has doing something because “You have to” become an 
unnatural curse in our culture. 
 
How subtly has duty become a four letter word, has the “have to’s” of life 
given way to “the want to’s.” 
 
“Don’t do something if you’re heart’s not in it….if you don’t have a 
passion for it…unless you feel like it, and when the feelings go away, don’t 
keep on keeping on…that’s not natural.  Do something else. 
 
Folks specially think this about church. 
 
Wake up in the morning….am I gonna go to church today? 
 
I don’t know….I don’t really feel like going…and everybody knows you 
shouldn’t go to church if your heart’s not in it.  I don’t want to be 
hypocritical…. 
 
What if you came to church and Lee made the announcement….no 
sermon today….Bob called this morning and said he wasn’t going to 
preach today…his heart wasn’t in it….he didn’t want to preach if his heart 
wasn’t in it…..come back next week, and we’ll see. 
 
Can you imagine what would happen in our world, though, if people only 
did was easy, what they felt like? 
 
What if leaving church today you fell out there in the parking lot, fell on all 
that slippery snow that’s out there…. 
 
You land on your hip and hear a snap. 
 
Oh oh….call 911. 
 
You call 911 and you get the answering machine….No 911 operators 
available today…too many of them were Carolina fans…they didn’t feel 
like coming to work…please leave a message after the beep. 
 
You get someone to drive you to the emergency room….there’s a sign on 
the door….sorry, closed today….nurses and doctors don’t think it’s natural 
to work on a weekend. 
 
You get in line to drop your children off for school tomorrow…the principal 
runs out….sorry….just keep on rolling through…we don’t have any 



teachers today…it’s a Monday…and Monday’s are hard….maybe 
tomorrow. 
 
Ms. Johansson says, “It’s not natural.  The fact that it’s such hard work for 
everybody proves that it’s not natural.” 
 
By this reasoning, if something is right, every path should be a smooth and 
easy one….nice and level, just walk along…no hard work required. 
 
If you come upon a hill….oh look that’s a hill….that looks hard….I must be 
on the wrong path… 
 
I’ll take another path….this one’s smooth….uh oh, another steep hill…I’ve 
chosen the wrong path again… 
 
What happens if you believe the right and natural path is the least 
demanding,   the path of least resistance? 
 
You don’t get anywhere do you, and It get’s pretty boring after a while, 
doesn’t it? 
 
If you don’t climb the hills of have to, you never discover the amazing 
vistas and views of want to. 
 
Any married person will tell you that the deepest joy sneaks in the back 
door while you keep on keeping on, doing the hard work and uphill climb 
of sustaining a promise. 
 
Isn’t that right? 
 
This is true in faith, too. 
 
What is the “have to” and “hard work” of faith? 
 
We remembered the promise last week: “God so loved the world that he 
gave his only Son, that whosoever believes in him will not perish but will 
have everlasting life.” 
 
What’s required of us in this promise? 
 
That we believe… 
 
That we accept the fact that we have been accepted….we don’t have 
to do anything….it’s been done for us. 



 
Every good Presbyterian can quote “For by grace we have been saved 
through faith, not by hard work, lest anyone should boast.” 
 
“It’s the Catholics,” we say, “who talk about being made right by 
works….or the Baptists….you know, “Trust and Obey…what he says we will 
do, where he sends we will go, never fear only trust and obey…for there’s 
no other way to be happy in Jesus…..”  That didn’t make the cut in our 
hymnal….but it’s true, nonetheless. 
 
By grace we have been saved, yes, but we seldom read the verse that 
follows, 
“10 For we are created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand to be our way of life.” 
 
Do you hear that? 
 
Believing is following a way of life, a way of works. 
 
It is sometimes a hard and demanding way. 
 
Did you hear in our John text this morning, that verse….it says…. “Whoever 
believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever disobeys the Son will not see 
life, but must endure God’s wrath.” 
 
Do you see here how believing in Jesus and the hard work of obeying 
Jesus are merged into one? 
 
John says, “To believe the Son is to obey him, and to find life.  To disobey 
him is to disbelieve him and find wrath. 
 
Suppose I told you, “I have the best Doctor in the world.  He’s the 
best….great bedside manner, great diagnostician, gifted, intelligent…he’s 
GREAT!” 
 
And you say back to me, “Well, you should go see him….sounds like 
you’re sick.” 
 
And I say, “I did go see him….he examined me and told me I was sick, he 
wrote me a prescription and said, ‘Take this, and in 2 days you’ll be 
better….and you’ll be well in a week.” 
 
“How long ago was that?” 
“Two weeks ago.” 



 
“But you’re not well….didn’t the medicine help?” 
 
“Well, I never filled the prescription….but he’s a great Doctor!!” 
 
James says it this way. 
 
 “But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive 
themselves.”  
 
It’s easy to hear the word…..and hard work to do the word….but it is those 
who do…who will be blessed. 
 
To do the hard work of obeying God opens the door of our heart to 
receive the gift of vistas and views we will never see without the climb. 
 
Where in your life is God calling you to some act of obedience?  What 
difficult thing is he asking you to do, or to stop doing?  
 
It will be different for every person in this room. 
 
But if you listen to God, take time to hear his word…he’ll tell you. 
 
And when he does, if you do not obey him, you will not move forward in 
your faith. 
 
But if you do, he will move heaven and earth to help you. 
 
I said that to a young man who was in my study a few weeks ago. 
 
His life was all shambles and shipwreck from drug and alcohol addiction 
and abuse. 
 
Using was, for him, easy and natural. 
 
But a few days before, he had come to himself in a bad part of town, 
waking up behind a dumpster. 
 
We talked a long time. 
 
I shared with him a quote from CS Lewis about the choices of his past, and 
the daily, hourly choice of sobriety that was before him: 
 



Every time you make a choice you are turning the central part of you, the 
part of you that chooses, into something a little different from what it was 
before. And taking your life as a whole, with all your innumerable choices, 
all your life long you are slowly turning this central thing either into a 
heavenly creature or into a hellish creature: either into a creature that is in 
harmony with God, and with other creatures, and with itself, or else into 
one that is in a state of war and hatred with God, and with its fellow-
creatures, and with itself. To be the one kind of creature is heaven: that is, 
it is joy and peace and knowledge and power. To be the other means 
madness, horror, idiocy, rage, impotence, and eternal loneliness. Each of 
us at each moment is progressing to the one state or the other. 
 
I looked at him and said, “You know what you have to do…..what you 
must do. 
 
And you know that without him, it is not within your power to do…. 
 
But if you choose life, he will move heaven and earth to help you. 
 
This is what I told him. 
This is what I tell you, too. 
 
What hard thing is God asking you to do? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 


