“every mouth may be silenced”

There are some places where the main goal involves tremendous noise. 
A while back, I watched the Chicago Board of Trade carry on its business. A group of people in loud jackets stood in a circle in a pit, yelling at each other, buying and selling commodities. None of the floor traders sat back and was quiet—every one understood that one needed to be heard to carry out business and be successful.
Some people think that this is how they are to deal with God—to make excuses for sin, to answer his teachings, to use their mouths to prove God wrong. Such an approach is shown in Romans 3:

What if some did not have faith? Will their lack of faith nullify God's faithfulness? Not at all! Let God be true, and every man a liar. As it is written: 
   "So that you may be proved right when you speak 
      and prevail when you judge." 

But if our unrighteousness brings out God's righteousness more clearly, what shall we say? That God is unjust in bringing his wrath on us? (I am using a human argument.) Certainly not! If that were so, how could God judge the world? Someone might argue, "If my falsehood enhances God's truthfulness and so increases his glory, why am I still condemned as a sinner?" Why not say—as we are being slanderously reported as saying and as some claim that we say—"Let us do evil that good may result"? Their condemnation is deserved.

God’s judgment on such people is then declared in the next verses:

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: 
"There is no one righteous, not even one; 
    there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God. 
All have turned away, 
      they have together become worthless; 
   there is no one who does good, 
      not even one." 
"Their throats are open graves; 
      their tongues practice deceit." 
   "The poison of vipers is on their lips." 
"Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness." 
"Their feet are swift to shed blood; 
    ruin and misery mark their ways, 
and the way of peace they do not know." 
    "There is no fear of God before their eyes." 

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.

The conclusion God demonstrates is undeniable—that all men have sinned, and that all men by sinning have deserved God’s wrath. This includes Jews and Gentiles, black and white, red and yellow, children and grandparents, beliver and unbeliever. “There is no difference, for ALL have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

As a child of God, this also includes me. I might try to argue, deny or rationalize, but the effect of such an approach is that the Law crushes me harder, and pins me to the ground. Finally, the Law continues its relentless assault until “every mouth is silenced, and the whole world held accountable to God.”
When I come to the point that all of my excuses have ended, all of my arguments have failed, and all of my denials have been proved wrong; then I am ready to hear about the work of God for me, and in spite of me. Romans 3 tells describes it to crushed and silent sinners:

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.
When I am raging and arguing, I have no time to hear the still quiet whisper of the Gospel. But when “every mouth is silent,” the still whisper thunders out, saying, “You don’t need to justify yourself, for Jesus justified you when he died on the cross. You don’t need to give up your blood, because the blood of Jesus is sufficient for the sins of the world. You don’t need to pay for your sins, for Jesus paid for them with the ‘sacrifice of atonement,’ which comes to you freely as a gift of God. All is taken care of, for God showered this love upon you ‘by his grace.’ ”

God provides both the Law and the Gospel for our good—the first to crush us, the second to heal us. Both are necessary, and both are true. Both are important for us to hear on a regular basis, and both are gifts of God. Thank God for his Law and Gospel!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 4-21-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.
 “the righteous will live by faith”

Countless books and articles have been written about faith. Indeed, a 0.09 second search on www.google.com reveals 458,000,000 different “hits” on the topic of faith. And unfortunately, almost all of those tend to get the topic wrong.

I say this with great confidence because I tend to get the topic wrong. I tend, in my sinful nature, to assume that faith is more about me and what I do that about God and what he does. I show this sinful attitude when I pressure myself to live a certain way, to act a certain way, or even to think a certain set of thoughts. The irony is that I am then disappointed when God’s definition of faith does not fall into line with my thoughts. Since "there is no difference, for all have sinned," I can also assume that others will tend to get the topic wrong. Looking at some of the sites simply reinforces that assumption.
The truth is that only God produces faith, and that faith comes to us in spite of us, rather than because of us. This truth is clearly revealed countless times in the Bible, including in Romans 1:

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God—the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord. Through him and for his name's sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith. And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ. 

Paul here clearly points out the passive nature of faith—that it is something “promised beforehand,” which comes to us “for his name’s sake” and is something that “we received” when we “are called to belong to Jesus Christ.” Paul goes on to point out faith as an act of God later in Romans 1:

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."

Paul here clearly attributes the power to God—the power to bring faith, the power to stay in faith, and the power to be declared righteous through that faith. It is not a righteousness of man, but a “righteousness from God.” It is not about me, but about Jesus.
This truth becomes more evident when I see the suffering Savior hanging on the cross, paying with an eternity of separation and condemnation for each of my sins. My only contribution to the scene is my sins. He is doing all the work, until it is entirely complete. Even then, I can only turn away from the scene in horror, for it is not within me to grasp that offered salvation for myself. Rather, Jesus sent his Holy Spirit to bring us to faith, and to cleanse us in his willing blood.

It is important for us daily to consider our sins, so that we might daily turn from the thought that faith has anything to do with our actions and abilities. It is important for us daily to see the cross of Christ, so that we might see the act of God and the power of God, shown on Good Friday and sealed on Easter Sunday. It is important to live by faith, and it is important to understand that this faith is “a righteousness from God,” not from us. God grant us this understanding today and every day!
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“speak for yourself.”
Do you know what to say?
Oftentimes, we might tend to say the first thing out of our mouths, and let our emotions show. If we thought a bit, we might come up with something more practical or logical. It would still be colored by our own point of view, and that point of view would reflect our thoughts and attitudes.
Unfortunately, such attitudes are tainted by sin and darkened by the hardness of our hearts. Thus it is that James calls the tongue “a fire” and “a world of evil among the parts of the body.” He also states that “no one can tame” it, and that it is a “restless evil, full of deadly poison.” Understanding these truths of God may make us hesitate to speak freely “off the top of our head.”

In Acts 26, Paul is placed on trial for his life, and is told to “speak for yourself” in his own defense:

Then Agrippa said to Paul, "You have permission to speak for yourself." So Paul motioned with his hand and began his defense: "King Agrippa, I consider myself fortunate to stand before you today as I make my defense against all the accusations of the Jews, and especially so because you are well acquainted with all the Jewish customs and controversies. Therefore, I beg you to listen to me patiently. 

"The Jews all know the way I have lived ever since I was a child, from the beginning of my life in my own country, and also in Jerusalem. They have known me for a long time and can testify, if they are willing, that according to the strictest sect of our religion, I lived as a Pharisee. And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today. This is the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night. O king, it is because of this hope that the Jews are accusing me. Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead? 

“I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them. 

"On one of these journeys I was going to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief priests. About noon, O king, as I was on the road, I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions. We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, 'Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.' 

"Then I asked, 'Who are you, Lord?' 

   " 'I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,' the Lord replied. 'Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you. I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.' 

"So then, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven. First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds. That is why the Jews seized me in the temple courts and tried to kill me. But I have had God's help to this very day, and so I stand here and testify to small and great alike. I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen—that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles." 

For the first years of his life, Paul had been free in his speech and actions, trying to kill followers of “the Way.” He had gone to great lengths, thinking that his words and actions were a sacrifice pleasing to God. But he was wrong. Jesus came to him and told him that it was “hard to kick against the goads,” to stubbornly resist the guiding and working of God. Paul heard the Word of God and been crushed by it. His spiritual blindness was replaced with physical blindness. His words of condemnation for Christ were silenced.
In place of Paul’s angry words, Jesus placed his own words. These words were the ones spoken by Christ on the cross, when he asked his Father “to forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” They were the words before his death, where he said “it is finished.” They were the words that Jesus Christ had come into the world to provide “forgiveness of sins” and to be a “light in the darkness.”

These words came to him through faith, when Christ called him to faith, gave him the Holy Spirit, and strengthened him through the means of grace. These words were not his own, but were Christ’s Word speaking through Paul, so that all might hear and believe.

Like Paul, our sinful words were paid for when Jesus died on the cross, and his Spirit gives us the “mind of Christ” to speak his Word. This happens when he hear, read, and ponder the Word; when we remember our baptism and confess our sins; when we go to communion and receive the body and blood of Jesus. Like Paul, our lives are confessions of the hope we have in Christ—may we, like Paul, when told to “speak for ourselves,” make our words the words of Christ!
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“The Lord’s will be done”
His friends did not want Paul to go. They knew that, if he went, he would face persecution and hatred and probably death. They pleaded with him to stay away.

The Spirit warned Paul that he would face may trials if he went. One prophet, Agabus, took his belt and prophesied that in the same way Paul would be bound and handed over the Gentiles.

Even the voice of Jesus said of Paul that “I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.”

Despite all of these warnings, Paul decided to go to the city of Jerusalem. This decision is recorded in Acts 21:

After we had been there a number of days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. Coming over to us, he took Paul's belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, "The Holy Spirit says, 'In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.' " 

When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem. Then Paul answered, "Why are you weeping and breaking my heart? I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus." When he would not be dissuaded, we gave up and said, "The Lord's will be done." 

Why did Paul go? Would it have not been much easier for him to turn the other direction, and flee? Weren’t his gifts still needed in the kingdom, to preach and teach the Word?

Paul’s decision to go to Jerusalem and testify to the truth found its basis in the decision of Jesus Christ to go to Jerusalem on the week before the first Easter. Jesus had also been dissuaded by his disciples from the trip, and the entire prophecy of the Old Testament had pointed out the need for the Messiah to suffer and die at the hands of sinful men. 

But Jesus understood that it was necessary that he suffer and die for the sake of sinful man. He knew that without this journey, the world would be lost in sin, and condemned to hell. So he went willingly to suffer and die on the cross, to fulfill the will of God. 
In the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus also prayed to his Father that his will be done:

Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to them, "Sit here while I go over there and pray." He took Peter and the two sons of Zebedee along with him, and he began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then he said to them, "My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with me." 

Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will." 

Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping. "Could you men not keep watch with me for one hour?" he asked Peter. "Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak." 

He went away a second time and prayed, "My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done." 

When he came back, he again found them sleeping, because their eyes were heavy. So he left them and went away once more and prayed the third time, saying the same thing. 

Then he returned to the disciples and said to them, "Are you still sleeping and resting? Look, the hour is near, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners. Rise, let us go! Here comes my betrayer!"

As a child of God, Paul knew the path that Jesus took, and the glorious reward he won for all Christians. He knew the freedom from death that had been purchased with Christ’s resurrection. He knew that his life was now no longer his own.

This love of God moved him to seek the will of God, and to risk certain death in order to preach the Word to everyone. This love moved him to trust that no matter what happened, it would “work out for good.” Jesus’ love gave him confidence to follow the path of Jesus.

When we pray the 3rd Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy will be done,” we join with Paul and all believers in asking God to make us instruments for carrying out his will on this earth. We may face trouble, persecution, danger, hatred, hardship, or even death for doing so; but moved by the Spirit, the child of God has no choice but to declare to God, “Thy will be done!”

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 4-18-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.
“By standing firm you will gain life.”

What would your defense be, if you were on trial for your life?

Would you hire the best lawyers? Spend the most money? Would you look for flaws in the prosecution’s case? 
Or would you plead for mercy and admit your crimes, hoping for a plea bargain?

Whatever your strategy, it might well be very different from Stephan’s, found in Acts 7:

Then the high priest asked him, "Are these charges true?" 

To this he replied: "Brothers and fathers, listen to me! The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham while he was still in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran. 'Leave your country and your people,' God said, 'and go to the land I will show you.' 

Stephan then proceeded to recount the history of the children of Israel, pointing out that the children of Israel had been blessed by God through countless leaders and prophets. He concluded his defense later in Acts 7:

"You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit! Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him—you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it."

Accusing your judges of murder and betrayal is probably not the most logical defense, and it brought about predictable results:

When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. "Look," he said, "I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God." 

At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul. 

While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit." Then he fell on his knees and cried out, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them." When he had said this, he fell asleep.

So why did Stephan resort to this defense? Why not simply “get along to get along?”

The answer is found in the words of Jesus, who predicted such events in Luke 21:

"But before all this, they will lay hands on you and persecute you. They will deliver you to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors, and all on account of my name. This will result in your being witnesses to them. But make up your mind not to worry beforehand how you will defend yourselves. For I will give you words and wisdom that none of your adversaries will be able to resist or contradict. You will be betrayed even by parents, brothers, relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death. All men will hate you because of me. But not a hair of your head will perish. By standing firm you will gain life. "
When Jesus came into this world, his first temptation by the devil was to choose between physical life (“change this stone into bread”) and spiritual life. He chose the spiritual, telling the devil that “man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” Jesus then proceeded to live a life that perfectly illustrated that truth, denying himself riches, popularity, goodwill, food, friendship, and every other earthly blessing in pursuit of his Father’s will. “My bread,” he said, “is to do the will of him who sent me.”
But this spotless life would have done no good for anyone else had it not been for his death on our behalf. There, he suffered both physically and spiritually for the sins of all mankind, paying for their intense self-concentration and also granting believers a new man, the “mind of Christ.” Through his death, he gave his children “a kingdom that will never fade or perish,” and the same single-minded concentration on spiritual things that he had on this earth.

Thus, Stephan had no choice but to testify to the things of God, for it was not Stephan talking, but God talking through Stephan. God’s words angered the hard-hearted Jews so much that they killed Stephan. But they could not kill Jesus, for he has risen from death and defeated death. His words will stand forever, as “a light that shines in the darkness.”

This Word, working in Stephan, emboldened him to speak the truth of God, even at the cost of his life. This Word, working in Stephan, encouraged him even to say the very words of Jesus (“receive my spirit”) and strive for the spirit of forgiveness (“do not hold this sin against them”) as he died. This Word, working in Stephan, gave him life even in death.

May it be our prayer today and every day, that God work his will in our lives through his Word, that we may be made bold to follow Jesus until the day we die!
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 “Follow me!”
In the ancient Near East, being a messenger was a perilous task. Lacking instant worldwide communication, the messenger would have to travel across distances, face perils, and bring a message to a waiting audience. If the audience did not want to hear it, there was a chance they might express their displeasure by hurting or even killing them messenger. There were likely some who saw the fate of other messengers and tried to avoid that same route, because they knew that their chances of living were not good. 
In John 20 Jesus tells the disciples that they will be his messengers:

On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you!" After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 

Again Jesus said, "Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you." And with that he breathed on them and said, "Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven."

The message the disciples were to take was to be identical to that of Jesus’ message on this earth—that mankind was in dire need of forgiveness, and that only through Jesus could those sins find resolution. The disciples would be sent as Jesus was sent.
Of course, having a person who was dead tell you that you should follow in his footsteps may have also caused some consternation. Later, in chapter 21, Jesus became more explicit about Peter’s suffering and death as a messenger of Jesus:

Jesus said, "Feed my sheep. I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go." Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, "Follow me!" 

Throughout his entire ministry Jesus had pointed out that those who choose to follow him will endure suffering, be hated and rejected, and finally might die at the hands of those who reject the message of God. Despite this, Jesus demanded that his disciples serve as his messengers, and accept the hatred of the world without returning that hatred. Where could such motivation come from? And who would ever want to be such a messenger?

Only at the cross of Christ could Peter and the other disciples find a reason to turn their backs on all this world had to offer, and to “pick up their crosses” and follow Jesus. Through the death of Jesus they had payment for every sin they had ever committed. Through the resurrection of Jesus they had final assurance that this payment was sufficient. Even death could not hinder the message, for it had not hindered Jesus. He was the triumphant conqueror of all that could hurt or harm or annoy.
The appearance of their Savior brought the disciples joy, and the gift of the Holy Spirit enabled them to believe in that Savior. Jesus’ death and life gave them all the motivation they needed to follow him through life, through death, and finally into heaven.

Jesus calls to each of us today to “follow him” and be his messenger. Through his means of grace he shows us his hands, his feet and his sides, and encourages us to “stop doubting and believe.” He gives his Holy Spirit to us abundantly, to provide us with new life and insight. And he demands that we take his message of new life through persecution, hatred, hardship, trials, difficulties, and possibly even to death.
Paul, one who “followed” Christ into death, describes the message in 2 Corinthians 5:

Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade men. What we are is plain to God, and I hope it is also plain to your conscience. We are not trying to commend ourselves to you again, but are giving you an opportunity to take pride in us, so that you can answer those who take pride in what is seen rather than in what is in the heart. If we are out of our mind, it is for the sake of God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you. For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. 

As a child of God, we are also compelled to hear the Word of God in Christ Jesus, and to understand the stark choice we face—either to serve as a messenger of Christ, and to suffer for that choice; or to turn our backs on the one whom God has sent, and to become our own god. There is no middle ground, nor is there an easy way out. Yet the Word of God provides all that we need, and the Holy Spirit brings us comfort and joy of sins forgiven and a peace that this world cannot give. May God grant us a full measure of his grace, to know Jesus and to follow him!
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“He gives the Spirit without limit.”
“Had enough?”
Probably you have thought that when events seemed to push you to the limit. You may have experienced bad times, or heartaches, or temptations, or natural disasters—or many things—so much that you felt you could take no more.
“No more!” is one reaction. 

“Won’t it ever end?” is another.

I suppose that any one of us could come up with any number of rationalizations for repeated hardship, from “God is testing us” to “That’s just the way things are.” All of them likely contain a grain of truth, and none of them are really much comfort for a person who is overwhelmed by life. Finally, we can trace all troubles in this life back to the sin of the world, and our ongoing battles with the sin within us.

In the book of John, however, we find an answer and comfort for this problem from an unusual source—John the Baptist. In John 3, John spoke these words:

To this John replied, "A man can receive only what is given him from heaven. You yourselves can testify that I said, 'I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of him.' The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom's voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. He must become greater; I must become less. 

"The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is from the earth belongs to the earth, and speaks as one from the earth. The one who comes from heaven is above all. He testifies to what he has seen and heard, but no one accepts his testimony. The man who has accepted it has certified that God is truthful. For the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives the Spirit without limit. The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands. Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him."

John the Baptist was a man who was set apart to testify to the truth of God, and was one who would suffer and die on behalf of the faith.  The remarkable testimony John gave was that God also gives his gifts to the point of fullness and beyond.
John had a sinful nature, and as such was tempted and tried just as other men. But through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, he was led to believe and testify that every good gift came from the Father in the person of Jesus Christ. He also testified that God gave the Holy Spirit without limit, and that same Spirit brought belief and eternal life.

Although John the Baptist was beheaded before Jesus’ crucifixion, by faith he saw the coming sacrifice of the Savior, and trusted in that sacrifice as the full atonement for his sins. In doing so, he joined the ranks of Old Testament believers who saw the person and work of Jesus clearly and were justified by faith in him. The words of Hebrews 11 apply to them:
All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth.
The reaction of those whose trials and temptations on this life were overwhelming was to look the future promise of the Savior, and to turn away from the things of this world. This, the book of Hebrews tells us, is “living by faith.”
That same approach is encouraged by God through John the Baptist today—to turn away from this world’s wisdom, which would “reject the Son,” and to see that “I must become less.” By turning away from ourselves in repentance, we turn to God in faith and gain access to the immense and unsearchable riches of God, all poured out upon through the work of the Holy Spirit in his means of grace. By receiving “what is given from heaven,” we gain the “Spirit without limit,” and that gift is more than sufficient for all of our needs. In John 4, Jesus called it the “living water,” so potent that “everyone who drinks it will never be thirsty again,” but rather “it will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”
God’s Word has power to strengthen and encourage us, to fortify us against the trials of this world, to grant us hope and perseverance, with plenty left over to share with family, friends, neighbors, and even enemies. God grant us the wisdom to never tire of using his means of grace, but rather to be encouraged to “taste and see that the Lord is good!”
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 “Peace be with you.”

It was an odd assembly that was convened in the room in Jerusalem. Present were the eleven apostles, two disciples who had just seen the resurrected Savior, and others with them. They represented people from all walks of life, with all types of issues. But they all had one thing in common—they would soon see Jesus in person.  Luke 24 tells the account:

There they found the Eleven and those with them, assembled together and saying, "It is true! The Lord has risen and has appeared to Simon." Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was recognized by them when he broke the bread. 

While they were still talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them and said to them, "Peace be with you." 

They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. He said to them, "Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? Look at my hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have." 

When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. And while they still did not believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, "Do you have anything here to eat?" They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their presence. 

The group assembled was not only people who had followed Jesus, they were also people who had abandoned Jesus in his time of most desperate need, and had despaired when they had seen him arrested, tortured, condemned, and killed on the cross. Peter was their poster-child, one who had bragged about his commitment, but whose brash words were later dissolved in tears of repentance and acknowledgement. They all likely felt some betrayal, for all had fled Jesus and left him to his fate.

How wonderful, then, those first words of Jesus must have been! “Peace be with you!” These were not the words of a person angry and seeking revenge, but the words of a loving and caring friend. They came from the mouth of one who had paid for all sins by his blood, and had risen from the dead victorious over all his enemies. Their fears he gently put to rest by allowing them to see him as a real and living human being.
The next verses tell us why Jesus came to this room:

He said to them, "This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms." 

Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, "This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high."

The reason for Jesus’ visit was not to exact revenge, but to bring understanding; not to point out man’s failures, but to underline God’s eternal plans; not to plunge into guilt, but to set apart as witnesses. He came to tell them that they would be “clothed with power from on high.”

The process of seeing their sins was an important part of this clothing process. They needed to see and understand that this plan was about God, and not them; and that the plan of salvation would be carried out in spite of them rather than because of them. As they learned that truth, they would be equipped to follow Jesus’ footsteps through confession, suffering, persecution, death and into eternal life. Through this process the peace of God would be with them forever.

When we go to church, or open the Bible, we might also bring with us the feelings of failure and guilt that come from our past. We might well have unresolved issues to deal with concerning God. But in the Word we hear Jesus say to us, “Peace be with you!” There we confess our unworthiness, and realize that God works not because we are such wonderful people, but in spite of our ongoing sins. We hear that Jesus came to die for us, and that his payment covered over all our betrayals. We hear that this payment was enough to wash away all our sins—past, present, and future.

And then the Word equips us for the work that God has prepared for us in advance to do. We become his witnesses, both of mankind’s unworthiness, and Christ’s ultimate worthiness. We are “clothed with power” that comes from the Law and Gospel. In the Word and Sacrament we see Jesus in person and the loving Savior.
As we leave church, we can know that the “peace of our Lord Jesus Christ” goes with us. We will still sin, for we are sinners, but those sins are not counted against us. Rather, they remind us of our ongoing need for his Word to continue to dwell with us, and they move us to cling ever closer to the one who lived and died that we might die after we live. God grant us his peace every time we hear and read his Word!
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“Father…”

Martin Luther said, “When we sincerely ponder, hear, and apply the Word, it has such power that its fruit never fails. The Word awakens new understandings, new delights, and a new spirit of devotion, and it constantly cleanses our hearts and our thinking.” (Luther’s Large Catechism)
I had such an experience this morning as I read Luke 11. As I read, it occurred to me that it was a treatise on Fatherhood, written to the ultimate Father by the ultimate Son:

The first part of this treatise deals with prayer:

He said to them, "When you pray, say: 
   " 'Father, 
   hallowed be your name, 
   your kingdom come. 
Give us each day our daily bread. 
Forgive us our sins, 
      for we also forgive everyone who sins against us. 
   And lead us not into temptation.' " 

Jesus first points out the power we have to approach our all-knowing Father in heaven and ask him for the things we need. Our Father in heaven is one who hears and answers our prayers, and never grows tired of listening to us.

This doesn’t end Jesus’ treatise, however. It continues with the Father’s goodness:

"So I say to you: Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened. 

"Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead? Or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion? If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!"

Our Father is not only one who hears, but he is good, and he delights in giving good gifts. The Father longs to send an answer to his children, and that answer is always what is best for them, both physically and spiritually.
Jesus continues his treatise by pointing out the strength of God:
Jesus…said to them: "Any kingdom divided against itself will be ruined, and a house divided against itself will fall. If Satan is divided against himself, how can his kingdom stand? I say this because you claim that I drive out demons by Beelzebub. Now if I drive out demons by Beelzebub, by whom do your followers drive them out? So then, they will be your judges. But if I drive out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come to you. 

"When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own house, his possessions are safe. But when someone stronger attacks and overpowers him, he takes away the armor in which the man trusted and divides up the spoils. 

The Father is like a strong man, who can enter the house of Satan and overpower him. Jesus came in the power of the Father, and used it to free people from the grip of Satan. 

The final part of Jesus’ treatise is on the way the Father comes to us:

As Jesus was saying these things, a woman in the crowd called out, "Blessed is the mother who gave you birth and nursed you." 

He replied, "Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it."

Jesus reminded the woman in the crowd that, as a concerned, good, and powerful God, the Father deserves to have us listen to his Word, and put it into practice. Since God comes to us through his Word, we are encouraged to give it the importance it deserves.

At the end of this treatise, I marveled at the wonderful testimony the Son made about the Father. I noted that I could not be either such a Son or such a Father. I also noted that I did not need to.

For Jesus came into the world to do his Father’s will, which including living sinlessly, and dying as a payment for my failure to carry out my roles in life. He bore my guilt on the cross, suffering hell in my place, and fulfilled his Father’s will. Then he rose from the dead to show the world his victory, and returned to his Father’s side to rule over all things. By following this path, he proved himself a true Son of his heavenly Father.
Because he has carried out this task, he has removed from us the penalty for sin, and also made us “true sons” of our heavenly Father. In 1 John 2, God tells us the blessings that come from this new relationship:

I write to you, dear children, 
      because your sins have been forgiven on account of his name. 
I write to you, fathers, 
      because you have known him who is from the beginning. 
I write to you, young men, 
      because you have overcome the evil one. 
I write to you, dear children, 
      because you have known the Father. 
I write to you, fathers, 
      because you have known him who is from the beginning. 
I write to you, young men, 
      because you are strong, 
      and the word of God lives in you, 
      and you have overcome the evil one.
We will never be the type of Father that God is, but we don’t need to be. It suffices for us to be the type of son that Jesus is, which he gives us through grace by the work of the Holy Spirit. The Son of God came to make us sons of God, who hear their Father’s voice in the Word, pray to him in times of trouble, look to him for every good blessing, and trust that he will take them to their heavenly home some day soon.
God grant that we continue to be willing sons of our wonderful Father, through his Word!
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“Don’t cry”

Do you ever feel so frustrated or sad that you just want to cry?

I do. Even though men are not supposed to admit such things, living in this world has its share of troubles and difficulties. The sickness or death of a loved one, a terrible injury, or a deep emotional wound can drive me to tears. But often I try to hold them back, for I know that crying really doesn’t do much good. There will always be more trouble, pain, and tears in the future. That’s just the way this world is.
In Luke 7, Jesus tells a widow this same message, “Don’t cry,” but for an entirely different reason:

Soon afterward, Jesus went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd went along with him. As he approached the town gate, a dead person was being carried out—the only son of his mother, and she was a widow. And a large crowd from the town was with her. When the Lord saw her, his heart went out to her and he said, "Don't cry." 

Then he went up and touched the coffin, and those carrying it stood still. He said, "Young man, I say to you, get up!" The dead man sat up and began to talk, and Jesus gave him back to his mother. 

They were all filled with awe and praised God. "A great prophet has appeared among us," they said. "God has come to help his people." This news about Jesus spread throughout Judea and the surrounding country.

The reason that Jesus gave for the woman not to cry was that he was there, and that he was going to rescue her from her sorrow and misery. He did that first when he raised her son to life, and gave him back to her. But he did it again, more permanently, when he suffered and died on the cross at Calvary for her sins, in her place. By his death he “wiped every tear from their eyes.” Jesus had truly come “to help his people.”
God has also raised us from spiritual death, and created in us a new man to contend against our sinful nature. He has brought us to life in his death, and rose to prove that our death will merely be a gateway to a better life. When he ascended into heaven, he went to prepare a place that will be free from error, trouble, difficulty, pain or tears. And he has promised to return in glory, to set free us once for all.

Revelation 21 describes that day:

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away."
Some day, soon, Jesus will return to tell us one last time, “Don’t cry!” God keep us in the faith until that wonderful (and tearless) day.
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“rejoice in that day and leap for joy”
Want to be really happy today? What would get that done?

Perhaps if you won the lottery, or accomplished that goal you were working on, you would be happy. Maybe a new car or new house would make you happy. Perhaps being with family or friends would do it. But how about persecution?

This strange cause-effect is taught by Jesus in Luke 6:

Looking at his disciples, he said: 

"Blessed are you who are poor, 
      for yours is the kingdom of God. 
Blessed are you who hunger now, 
      for you will be satisfied. 
Blessed are you who weep now, 
      for you will laugh. 
Blessed are you when men hate you, 
      when they exclude you and insult you 
      and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.” 

"Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven. For that is how their fathers treated the prophets.”

"But woe to you who are rich, 
      for you have already received your comfort. 
Woe to you who are well fed now, 
      for you will go hungry. 
Woe to you who laugh now, 
      for you will mourn and weep. 
Woe to you when all men speak well of you, 
      for that is how their fathers treated the false prophets.”

The causes mentioned by Jesus (poverty, hunger, tears, hatred, exclusion, and insulting) are usually not cited as reasons for one to “rejoice” and “leap for joy,” so the explanation by Jesus that “this is how their fathers treated the prophets” is important. It is not just suffering that causes such bountiful joy—it is suffering for God, for the message of the Gospel. Suffering as a whole regularly comes to each of us as sinful people living in a sinful world. Suffering for the Gospel implies a faith firmly grounded in the means of grace, a connection with Christ through the Holy Spirit that willingly puts itself in front of the ire and wrath of other sinful people.

The contrast is also mentioned. The things that we might normally associate with happiness (wealth, being well-fed, laughing, a good reputation) are characterized as the effects of being a “false prophet,” and imply a distancing from God and his Word for the sake of loving this world. They are not just the glimpses of God’s good creation we all get from time to time, but rather a weakness of faith in God that modifies or changes the message so that others aren’t bothered by it.

I suspect that we all can relate to this weakness, since we all have changed, adapted or minimized the message of God found in his Word to avoid conflict or disagreements. As we did this, we fell under the condemnation of Jesus’ “woes,” and caused harm both to ourselves and those to whom we were speaking.
By the grace of God, however, Jesus never changed, minimized, or avoided sharing the Word. He was always both loving and truthful, and his words always carried the ring of a person whose connection with the Father and his Word was spotless and holy. For such truthfulness, the world misunderstood him, hated him, tested him, tempted him, betrayed him, arrested him, beat him, condemned him, and finally killed him on a cross. Such is the malice this world shows to those who would put God before men.

But this world and its evil princes did not realize that even their hatred was part of God’s plan. Even their killing of the Promised One carried out God’s will of punishing him on behalf of sinful men, and of giving us his perfect life as our own. Their bumbling attempts to keep him in his grave only proved his power over death and his complete victory over the sin of this world.

When we view through the eyes of faith the death of Christ, we also see the death of sin’s hold over us. When we see the fangless devil exulting over the lifeless body of Christ, we understand his own lack of insight into the things of God. When we hear the victorious shout “It is finished,” we know that our human opinions and frailties are fully paid for. And when we believe the resurrection story, we gain courage to admit our future lies solely with God and his will.

This process of viewing Christ then gives us courage to not only endure but also to “leap for joy” when we suffer persecution, difficulty, hatred, or hunger, as we follow in the footsteps of our Savior and our King.

Hebrews 12 describes this process well:

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.
God grant us the grace to “fix our thoughts on Jesus” and share in his joy now and forever!
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“You give them something to eat.”
Jesus’ miracles were, in the parlance of today, “teaching moments.” Almost without exception, they were designed not only to meet a need, but also to teach some important spiritual truth. For example, he told a paralyzed man that his sins were forgiven, and then healed his body to show his power to forgive sin. He allowed Jairus’ daughter to die, and then taught Jairus the value of trust in God when he raised her from the dead. His mastery of wind and waves encouraged the disciples to trust in Him for all things.
But what was he trying to teach with the feeding of the five thousand?

One text of this miracle is found in Mark 6:

The apostles gathered around Jesus and reported to him all they had done and taught. Then, because so many people were coming and going that they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, "Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest." 

So they went away by themselves in a boat to a solitary place. But many who saw them leaving recognized them and ran on foot from all the towns and got there ahead of them. When Jesus landed and saw a large crowd, he had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd. So he began teaching them many things. 

By this time it was late in the day, so his disciples came to him. "This is a remote place," they said, "and it's already very late. Send the people away so they can go to the surrounding countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat." 

But he answered, "You give them something to eat." 
      They said to him, "That would take eight months of a man's wages! Are we to go and spend that much on bread and give it to them to eat?" 

"How many loaves do you have?" he asked. "Go and see." 
      When they found out, they said, "Five—and two fish." 

Then Jesus directed them to have all the people sit down in groups on the green grass. So they sat down in groups of hundreds and fifties. Taking the five loaves and the two fish and looking up to heaven, he gave thanks and broke the loaves. Then he gave them to his disciples to set before the people. He also divided the two fish among them all. They all ate and were satisfied, and the disciples picked up twelve basketfuls of broken pieces of bread and fish. The number of the men who had eaten was five thousand.

Coming right after the story of the twelve disciples being sent out, the miracle describes the rapid multiplication of food to fill a need. The disciples were challenged to feed the five thousand people, and then Jesus’ miracle fulfilled their need. Even after the miracle, there was sufficient food left over for them to continue to eat themselves.

Fortunately, Jesus also taught the disciples the lesson that he was seeking to impress upon them, in Mark 8 (immediately after the miracle of the feeding of the four thousand):

Aware of their discussion, Jesus asked them: "Why are you talking about having no bread? Do you still not see or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear? And don't you remember? When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?" 
      "Twelve," they replied. 

"And when I broke the seven loaves for the four thousand, how many basketfuls of pieces did you pick up?" 
      They answered, "Seven." 

He said to them, "Do you still not understand?"

In the both miracles, Jesus was pointing to his ability to feed the people through his power, and encouraging the disciples to look to him for all good things. The same truth applies in spiritual matters. Jesus was the “bread of life” who came into the world to satisfy the hunger of spiritually starving people. He came to live spotlessly, to die in our place, and to rise again to prove his victory over death. He then established his body, the church, as a place for his people to receive the message of the Gospel and be nourished spiritually.
As his children, we have an ongoing need to “feed” on this bread of life through regular contact with the means of grace, the Scriptures in Word and Sacrament. Through this feeding, we are nourished in our relationship with God, and equipped to go and share this message with others who are dying of spiritual hunger. Through the Word of God, we are given the “bread of life” to share with other sinners and encouraged to “give them something to eat.” The comfort we have is the sure knowledge that God will provide the bounty, and that there will be more than enough left over for our needs as well. God grant us the understanding of our need for regular contact with the means of grace.
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“Yes, it is you.”
No one likes to be singled out. Especially, no one likes to be singled out as one who is different, or wrong. There is a strong “herd” tendency within all of us, which encourages us to blend in, fit in, and not make waves.

This fact may help explain (but not excuse) the actions of Judas Iscariot on the night of Maundy Thursday. Matthew 26 reveals both the revelation Jesus made on that night:

When evening came, Jesus was reclining at the table with the Twelve. And while they were eating, he said, "I tell you the truth, one of you will betray me." 

They were very sad and began to say to him one after the other, "Surely not I, Lord?" 

Jesus replied, "The one who has dipped his hand into the bowl with me will betray me. The Son of Man will go just as it is written about him. But woe to that man who betrays the Son of Man! It would be better for him if he had not been born." 

Then Judas, the one who would betray him, said, "Surely not I, Rabbi?" 
      Jesus answered, "Yes, it is you."

There may have been several motives for Jesus pointing out the sin of Judas, but foremost was concern for Judas. He was one who had “shared in this ministry” and was prophesied in Psalm 55 as “my companion, my close friend.” Jesus knew the nature of temptation, and pointed out sin to Judas that he might not fall into it. Just before the first Communion, Jesus was invited Judas to confess his sin and turn away from his plan of betrayal of Jesus and himself.
Unfortunately for Judas, he seemed to have fallen too far too quickly. As the keeper of the money bag, Judas had begun to help himself to it, and once ensnared in sin, even the direct confrontation of Jesus could not turn him from his disastrous course. The book of John tells us that as soon as Judas took the bread, Satan entered into him and Judas went out to betray Jesus.

It might be easy for any of us to recoil in horror before the planned and wanton sin of Judas, and to piously proclaim that we would never commit his sin. But it might be well for us to ask ourselves what our reaction is when God comes through his Word and points out our sin. Are we prone to want to cover it up, or get angry at the messenger? Do we wish to change the subject? Or do we hear the Law, but shrug it off because of our sinful mindset? When through his perfect Law, God comes to us and says, “It is you!” mankind invariably turns and runs away. “Who can stand in the presence of LORD, this holy God?” asks the book of I Samuel, and the answer is “no one.”

But Jesus did not just come into the world to point out and warn against sin; he also came into the world to forgive. This is shown by the next words of Jesus in Matthew 26:

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." 

Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it anew with you in my Father's kingdom." 

We can understand the relief of the disciples when they heard about the forgiveness of sins offered freely to them through the body and blood of Jesus, for this same relief floods over us when we hear the words of God. We can know, just as the disciples did, that Jesus came to be “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world,” and we can trust in the blood of Jesus freely shed on the cross of Calvary as the full payment for every sin, past, present and future. On the cross Jesus took upon himself the accusation of the Father, and suffered hell for our sin and our denial.
This act of instituting and offering forgiveness would not prevent sin, but rather would wash away sin by the shedding of blood. The one sacrifice paid for all sins of all mankind, including Judas Iscariot. The tragedy of Judas’ life (and death) was that his stubborn and willful sin led him to flee from the forgiveness at the cross, and to die apart from a Savior who desperately wanted to take away his betrayal.

Today God continues to point out sin not to drive us away, but to encourage us to confess our sins and grasp hold of that forgiveness that is freely offered to mankind through the life and death of Christ. The knowledge of the love of God in Jesus encourages us to be honest about our flaws, to confess our mistakes freely, and to hear the words of forgiveness pronounced upon us on a daily basis.  For in Christ, God forgave the world; and through the work of the Holy Spirit, in confession and absolution, he takes that forgiveness and applies it to us, saying, “Yes, it is you!”
This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 4-03-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.
