“seeking the LORD”
While on this earth, Jesus taught his disciples, “Do you think I have come to bring peace on earth? No, I tell you, but division” (Luke 12). History has born this out, that wherever there are people hearing God’s Word, there will be division and dissension. One such example occurred after the nation of Israel was split into two kingdoms (Judah and Israel). This division is detailed in 2 Chronicles 11:

The priests and Levites from all their districts throughout Israel sided with him (Rehoboam, King of Judah). The Levites even abandoned their pasturelands and property, and came to Judah and Jerusalem because Jeroboam and his sons had rejected them as priests of the LORD. And he appointed his own priests for the high places and for the goat and calf idols he had made. Those from every tribe of Israel who set their hearts on seeking the LORD, the God of Israel, followed the Levites to Jerusalem to offer sacrifices to the LORD, the God of their fathers. They strengthened the kingdom of Judah and supported Rehoboam son of Solomon three years, walking in the ways of David and Solomon during this time.

In one sense, the decision for the Levites to come “to Judah and Jerusalem” was an easy one. Jeroboam had “rejected them” as priests of the LORD, deciding rather to appoint “his own priests” in defiance of God’s explicit command. For the Levites, however, and for “those from every tribe of Israel who set their hearts on seeking the LORD,” there were difficult decisions to make—they would have to give up their “pasturelands and property,” and forgo their tribal associations. They would be strangers in a land that had been their enemies. They would have to leave all behind in order to be divided. What would move them to do such a thing?
Only the motivation of “seeking the LORD” could account for such sacrifices. Only the understanding that to stay in Israel among the “goat and calf idols” was to betray the LORD of heaven and earth could convince them of the need to separate. Only a clear understanding of the sinful weakness of men and their own frailties could help them see that the risk of wealth and idolatry was not worth the danger of turning away from God. From Scriptures they were convinced that God would not have them stay and worship other gods. They knew that to do so was to break the First Commandment, and to fall under the wrath of God on earth and eternally in hell.
But even these stern commandments were not sufficient to motivate them to “seek the LORD.” Rather, it was the love of God, found in the promises of a Savior from sin, which moved the Old Testament believers to trust in a Messiah they had not seen. They knew that God had promised that the Savior would come “from the house and lineage of David,” and that he would come to “save the people from their sins.” He was to be a suffering servant of God who would give up his heavenly throne to be “crushed for our iniquities” and be “oppressed and afflicted.” Yet in all this humility, he would not “open his mouth,” for his life had to be “a guilt offering.” He would come to “justify many” and to make “intercession for the transgressors.” This coming Savior would answer their only important question—“How can I be right with God?”— by his life and death.
By this same faith, Christians today gain courage to “flee the evil desires of this world” and to follow Christ, wherever he may lead. They gain wisdom to see that the sufferings of this world are “not worth comparing to the glory that will be revealed in us through Christ Jesus.” They gain conviction to “pick up their cross” and follow Jesus—through suffering, and trial, and loss, and hatred; into joy, and peace, and glory, and victory. Such a move may not be popular—it may not be logical or comfortable or even sane—but it may well be a necessary response of a faith that knows its Savior and seeks to live a life of gratitude to the one “who loved me and gave his life up for me.” God grant us peace!—but if not, God grant us courage to live our lives “seeking the LORD!”
This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 4-30-07 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 LORD reigns!”
When I was a boy, I used the chase the elusive goal of humility. I have been told that I had so little understanding of the concept that I once told someone that “one thing I am really good at is being humble.” History has (mercifully) forgotten the answer, but I am sure that is was said with a smile. What I was looking for I could not find in that way. One does not become humble by declaring how humble one is. That is reserved for different means.

True humility is found where David found it, in 1 Chronicles 16:

For great is the LORD and most worthy of praise; 
       he is to be feared above all gods. 

For all the gods of the nations are idols, 
       but the LORD made the heavens. 

Splendor and majesty are before him; 
       strength and joy in his dwelling place. 

Ascribe to the LORD, O families of nations, 
       ascribe to the LORD glory and strength, 

ascribe to the LORD the glory due his name. 
       Bring an offering and come before him; 
       worship the LORD in the splendor of his holiness. 

Tremble before him, all the earth! 
       The world is firmly established; it cannot be moved. 

Let the heavens rejoice, let the earth be glad; 
       let them say among the nations, "The LORD reigns!" 
Cry out, "Save us, O God our Savior; 
       gather us and deliver us from the nations, 
       that we may give thanks to your holy name, 
       that we may glory in your praise."

David, firmly established as king over a mighty empire, demonstrates the willingness to look away from himself and towards God. His hymn of praise encourages God’s children to “ascribe to the LORD glory and strength” and to “worship the LORD.” David’s hymn tells his people to “tremble before him” and to confess, “The LORD reigns!” Such trembling and confession not only comes from a knowledge of what God has done, but also from a keen understanding of mankind’s inherent sinfulness and inability to do good. Only one who distrusts himself is willing to look away to a God who “is to be feared above all gods.”

David knew from the Scriptures not only the power of God, but also the marvelous love of God. He knew that God had committed himself to the salvation of the world by the act of providing a Savior from sin—his only Son, the Messiah. David had learned through faith that this Christ would come to take upon himself the weakness of flesh and the evil of mankind. Although he did not know the details, he trusted that the God who had “made the heavens” and kept them working would also be faithful in keeping his greatest promise. And so, in faith, he was led to understand that only in God could one find rejoicing—only in the Messiah would mankind be able to say, “Save us, O God our Savior!”
This pointing away from himself was a fruit of faith, given as a result of the work of the Holy Spirit in David’s heart. This humility came only from the Word, and it gave glory to God. This humility was true humility, the willingness to say “The LORD reigns!” and to order lives and worship according to the belief that God is God and man, well, is not. God give us this true humility through his Word!
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“Nehushtan”

Spring is here, and with it comes spring cleaning. I don’t know about you, but I always get the urge to get rid of things in the spring. Some of these things are easy—clutter that is past its prime, unused, or just taking up space. But other things may carry sentimental value—I may like to keep some things for no good reason at all. Do I dare to throw away such things?

Hezekiah was a “good king” of Israel. In 2 Kings 18 we hear about his “spring cleaning,” including his destruction of a historical artifact:
In the third year of Hoshea son of Elah king of Israel, Hezekiah son of Ahaz king of Judah began to reign. He was twenty-five years old when he became king, and he reigned in Jerusalem twenty-nine years. His mother's name was Abijah daughter of Zechariah. He did what was right in the eyes of the LORD, just as his father David had done. He removed the high places, smashed the sacred stones and cut down the Asherah poles. He broke into pieces the bronze snake Moses had made, for up to that time the Israelites had been burning incense to it. (It was called Nehushtan.) 

Hezekiah trusted in the LORD, the God of Israel. There was no one like him among all the kings of Judah, either before him or after him. He held fast to the LORD and did not cease to follow him; he kept the commands the LORD had given Moses. And the LORD was with him; he was successful in whatever he undertook. He rebelled against the king of Assyria and did not serve him. From watchtower to fortified city, he defeated the Philistines, as far as Gaza and its territory. 

Hezekiah, hearing and believing the Word of God, decided that some “spiritual housecleaning” was in order. He “removed the high places” of Israel, “smashed the sacred stones” and “cut down the Asherah poles.” He even went so far as to break “into pieces the bronze snake Moses had made” because of the idolatry of the Israelites. Hezekiah was relentless in his zeal for the LORD, and the LORD blessed him by being “with him” and making him “successful in whatever he undertook.”

Unfortunately, there was one nook that not even Hezekiah’s cleaning zeal could reach—one place that remained corrupt and untouched. This was in the hearts of the people of Judah, who continued to follow other gods and so anger the LORD. Despite the best efforts of Hezekiah, the people loved to wander from God, and thus earned his punishment. In a few short years this wrath of God would be carried out at the hands of the Babylonians, who would come and destroy the land and the temple, and carry God’s people into exile. Then the land would be cleansed from the stain of sin, and set free.

We, too, carry with us this innate corruption—this sinful tendency to do wrong and love that wrong. By nature, we seek “other gods,” perhaps even twisting and contorting the things of the church into forms of idolatry, as the Jews did with Nehushtan. Despite our best efforts to keep clean, all of us must admit that we have wandered and strayed from God and deserve his wrath and punishment.
For this reason, then, God chose to send Jesus into the world to accomplish the ultimate act of mercy—to pour out his blood as a sacrifice for the sins of the world. Jesus took upon himself every single sinful thought, attitude and feeling, known and unknown, when he endured hell for us at Calvary. He chose to be the one who would set his people free from the power of the devil and the evil within us. He emptied himself that we might be filled with his perfect life, as a full exchange for sins. He was the one who carried out God’s wish for perfection perfectly for all people of all time.

Like Hezekiah, I might see sin in my life and deplore it. I might even change my ways and get rid of things that lead me into sin. But I cannot keep myself from sin or save myself. In Christ Jesus, the good news is that I do not have to save myself, for his death on the cross accomplished what I could not. His death saved me, making me his holy child. And he has power to keep me in this saving faith until he returns in the clouds to take me to heaven. Praise God for the cleaning he does in me, through his Word, in all seasons! Praise God for the eternal cleansing that is to come, in heaven!
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“Wash and be cleansed!”

Modern medicine is amazing, but also fairly complex.  Our society has come to believe that we can cure any ills.  But often those cures come at a great cost.  We might reasonably believe that small treatments might not take much effort.  But the serious sicknesses—cancer, heart failure, back injuries, and the like—those we understand to need long and expensive treatment.  We would likely be skeptical if we heard of a treatment which took only one day, was completely free, and promised 100% certainty of success.

This same skepticism is present in the story of Naaman, the leper. He came to Elisha expecting some great treatment, and got both less and more than he expected. 2 Kings 5 tells us:

Now Naaman was commander of the army of the king of Aram. He was a great man in the sight of his master and highly regarded, because through him the LORD had given victory to Aram. He was a valiant soldier, but he had leprosy.

Now bands from Aram had gone out and had taken captive a young girl from Israel, and she served Naaman's wife. She said to her mistress, "If only my master would see the prophet who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his leprosy." 

So Naaman went with his horses and chariots and stopped at the door of Elisha's house. Elisha sent a messenger to say to him, "Go, wash yourself seven times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be restored and you will be cleansed." 

But Naaman went away angry and said, "I thought that he would surely come out to me and stand and call on the name of the LORD his God, wave his hand over the spot and cure me of my leprosy. Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than any of the waters of Israel? Couldn't I wash in them and be cleansed?" So he turned and went off in a rage. 

Naaman went to the home of his enemies, the Israelites, and expected some great miracle to cure him of his leprosy.  He surely understood the extent of his sickness, and therefore expected the cure to be both costly and dramatic.  Elisha’s simple proclamation of cleansing not only shocked him, but also appalled him.  Certainly it could not be this simple!  But it was!  2 Kings 5 continues-

Naaman's servants went to him and said, "My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more, then, when he tells you, 'Wash and be cleansed'!" So he went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God had told him, and his flesh was restored and became clean like that of a young boy.

Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God. He stood before him and said, "Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel.”

God cured Naaman through the waters of the Jordan, by a simple act.  It was a double cure—washing away of his leprosy and of his sinful doubts as to God’s power.  All of this came through water, and God’s Word.

Even today, we might be tempted to doubt whether God can cure our spiritual ills with simple means.  We might think our sins too advanced or too complex for God to treat without a miracle.  We might assume that the cost will be great, and be offended with anything too easy.

But the treatment is, as God reveals it, extremely simple.  In baptism, he washes away our sins with water and the power of His Word.  In the Bible, we have forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  In Communion, we eat the body and blood of Christ, given to us for the forgiveness of sins.

For God the Father, the cost was tremendous—the perfect life of the innocent Son of God, Jesus Christ.  But that payment was enough, and now the treatment for sin is given to us freely, and available regularly.

All day long God holds out his simple means of forgiveness, the Scripture in Word and Sacrament.  All day long, he calls on us to “wash and be cleansed.”  God grant that take him at his Word, and bathe in the healing waters regularly.
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“however”
Are times good or bad for you? Are your prospects looking up, or down? Are you happy?

Such questions are common to our condition—we ask them to get a feel for life, and perhaps to spur ourselves on to meet our goals. But such questions can also pose a trap, as Solomon demonstrates in 1 Kings 10 and 11:

King Solomon was greater in riches and wisdom than all the other kings of the earth. The whole world sought audience with Solomon to hear the wisdom God had put in his heart. Year after year, everyone who came brought a gift—articles of silver and gold, robes, weapons and spices, and horses and mules.
At the time of King Solomon, wealth and riches abounded in Jerusalem. He had wisdom and respect from other nations, and gifts of all types came pouring in to Israel. Times were definitely “good” in Israel during Solomon’s reign. However, I Kings 11 also tells about his failure:

King Solomon, however, loved many foreign women besides Pharaoh's daughter—Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians and Hittites. They were from nations about which the LORD had told the Israelites, "You must not intermarry with them, because they will surely turn your hearts after their gods." Nevertheless, Solomon held fast to them in love. He had seven hundred wives of royal birth and three hundred concubines, and his wives led him astray. As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart after other gods, and his heart was not fully devoted to the LORD his God, as the heart of David his father had been.
As Solomon grew older, his willingness to break God’s command to “not intermarry” led him into idolatry. He sought after “other gods” and was not “fully devoted to the LORD” as his father David had been. Deep inside, and eventually outwardly, Solomon sinned against the LORD and made the wisdom and richness of his reign into foolishness and spiritual poverty.
The theme of ruining God’s blessings is not particular to Solomon—ever since the Garden of Eden mankind has been taking the blessings and “good times” sent by God and perverting them to its own evil uses. In each of our lives we must admit a torrent of “howevers”—times when we have used the gifts and treasures the LORD has sent us for selfish pleasures, and turned our hearts after other gods. By nature, like Solomon, none of us are “fully devoted to the LORD.” All of us, according to our evil, would plunge headlong into idolatry and destruction, first on earth and finally in hell.
However, God does not wish such a fate for anyone—he desires rather that “all be saved.” That active love moved him to grant us the greatest blessing possible—the gift of his Son, sent to live without sin and to die for sinful mankind. The Christ came to be a “sacrifice of atonement” for the sins of the world when he died for the world. When he was “lifted up,” he took upon himself all our evil desires, all our selfish longings, all our guilty idolatries—and paid eternity in hell for each of them. God’s plan to save mankind was perfectly carried out by the Son’s condemnation and death in our place.

It is perhaps odd to human thinking that Jesus had to be humbled—that he had to experience the depths of suffering—so that we might be redeemed. Such a sacrifice lifts our eyes from our own transitory experiences to the eternal plans of God. It reminds us that the things of this life are passing, and that the eternal is coming soon. It encourages us to repent of our sins, and seek refreshment in the stream of blood and water that flowed from the side of our Savior—in both good times and bad.

This life-giving water was placed on us when we died to sin in baptism. It is still poured out to us in the Word and in Holy Communion. It renews us, and forgives us, restores us, and strengthens our faith. It gives us confidence to trust that Jesus has prepared for us blessings that make this life “not worth comparing to the glory that will be revealed in us.” However things look now, or tomorrow, we know that in Christ all is well, for Christ makes all things well for us.
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“the son born to you will die”

Few things in life are more tragic than the death of a child. Often, such a death is unexpected and, to our eyes, cuts short the potential of an entire lifetime. Even more tragic is a child who dies by the fault of another. Just such a scenario presents itself in 2 Samuel 12, as the unnamed child of David dies for David’s sin:

Then David said to Nathan, "I have sinned against the LORD." 
      Nathan replied, "The LORD has taken away your sin. You are not going to die. But because by doing this you have made the enemies of the LORD show utter contempt, the son born to you will die." 

After Nathan had gone home, the LORD struck the child that Uriah's wife had borne to David, and he became ill. David pleaded with God for the child. He fasted and went into his house and spent the nights lying on the ground. The elders of his household stood beside him to get him up from the ground, but he refused, and he would not eat any food with them. 

On the seventh day the child died. 

The sins of David were adultery, lying, and murder; when confronted with his sin he confessed it and admitted his guilt. The consequence for his sin, “because by doing this” he had “made the enemies of the LORD show utter contempt,” was that the child should die. Even though David pleaded, God carried out his plan. In a week, “the child died.”

The death of a child so young might offend some sense within us. We might wonder at the fairness of killing a child and letting the offender go free. We might even be tempted to think that God is unjust in his treatment of mankind. But then we remember what the Bible says about all sin—that “the wages of sin is death” and that “all men have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” In considering just the First Commandment, we see that all mankind deserves not only physical but also eternal death for the ways we put ourselves first and God second. Every person ever born, by virtue of sin living in us, deserves to die and spend eternity in hell.

In His grace, however, God chose to send his Son into the world to carry out a plan of substitution—to have his only-begotten, beloved Son die on a cross in the place of sinful people. At Calvary Jesus suffered hell for David’s adultery, lying and murder; for the unnamed baby’s sinful nature, for our idolatry and pride, and for the evil of the world. He was the innocent child whose death was planned, promised, and fulfilled to save mankind.

David knew this truth, and trusted in it. He knew that despite his many sins, he had a Savior coming from his own line, who would destroy the power of the devil and the carry the sins of the world on his soul. This knowledge gave him strength to believe that God’s will was good; courage to admit his ongoing sin and endure his own guilty feelings; and faith to look to that same Savior for forgiveness and eternal life. 
Every death carries with it the sting of pain and the final preaching of the Law. Thanks be to God, that though we “face death all day long,” we know that our Savior has defeated death by his resurrection. Thanks be to God that he gives us his Word and Sacraments to strength us in times of trial and temptation. Thanks be to God that he is even now preparing a place in heaven for us, where there will be no more tears, but only the joy of eternal life, for Jesus’ sake!
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“to test”
Thinking back to my days of schooling, I suppose that I have great reason to be thankful for tests. The tests I received were ongoing reminders not to be lazy in my work, but to keep learning. But at the time, the tests seemed tedious and unnecessary. Only in retrospect are they reasons for thanksgiving.
Is the same true for the tests from the LORD? Judges 2 shows us the value of God’s tests:

After that whole generation had been gathered to their fathers, another generation grew up, who knew neither the LORD nor what he had done for Israel. Then the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD and served the Baals. They forsook the LORD, the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of Egypt. They followed and worshiped various gods of the peoples around them. They provoked the LORD to anger because they forsook him and served Baal and the Ashtoreths. 

Therefore the LORD was very angry with Israel and said, "Because this nation has violated the covenant that I laid down for their forefathers and has not listened to me, I will no longer drive out before them any of the nations Joshua left when he died. I will use them to test Israel and see whether they will keep the way of the LORD and walk in it as their forefathers did." The LORD had allowed those nations to remain; he did not drive them out at once by giving them into the hands of Joshua.

The “test” of God for Israel was in response to their sin—“they forsook the Lord” and “followed and worshipped various gods.” This sin found its root in their lack of knowledge of the Lord and of “what he had done for Israel.” Therefore God promised to leave these nations near the children of Israel to “see whether they will keep the way of the Lord.” History tells us that they failed this test; they turned away and “followed worthless idols and themselves became worthless.” God, being an all-knowing God, would have known this beforehand. So why create a test that mankind will fail?

Perhaps we personally can ask this question also as we examine the Ten Commandments. Even the first commandment contains the absolute requirement of God to “have no other gods”—to “fear, love and trust in God above all things.” Just the smallest amount of introspection teaches us that this command is impossible for us to obey. As Isaiah proclaimed, we “live among a people of unclean lips” and we ourselves “are unclean.” So why would God give us a commandment “test” that he knows we will fail?

The answer is found in Romans 3:

Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.
When we see and experience the “test” of God, we understand that we are not able to fulfill his commands. We learn to know sin in us, and we understand it terrible effects. We see that we not only fail to do what God demands, but that by nature we are failures because of sin. And we begin to understand the terrors and threat of hell.

But such a test also points us to Jesus Christ. Romans 3 continues:

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.
For the Old Testament Jews, the “testing” of the nations was to point them to sin, and beyond sin, to the promised Savior. They were to see in that Savior the “righteousness from God” that comes “through faith in Jesus Christ.” They were to see that the Christ would die to justify them “freely by his grace.” For us, the Law serves the same purpose—it points us away from ourselves, and helps us see the need for a Savior who loved us and gave himself up for us in love. The Gospel message of redemption is “for all” people, for all need it and require it for eternal life. 

It is by experiencing the “testings” of God and seeing in God’s Word his chosen answer, the Messiah, that we understand the love of God and his mercy. In this way, his “tests” are blessings for us, for they keep us focused on him and his work of salvation. On this earth, we may not completely understand them; but when we join him in heaven eternally we will understand how he used them to keep us close to him, and to bring us safely to his eternal land of rest. Confident of his present goodness and our future understanding, then, we proclaim: Praise be to God for his tests!
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“He knows!”
Did you ever ponder what a blessing it is to have the internet? Information of all types is available at your fingertips…information that you can use to solve problems. To be connected to the World-wide web is to know all sorts of things.

But even the knowledge on the internet is nothing compared to the knowledge that God has. He is omniscient—he knows all things. He knows things in the past, present and future. He knows open actions, whispered words, and hidden thoughts. All this was revealed as the children of Israel defending themselves from the accusation of building an altar of idolatry in Joshua 22:
Then Reuben, Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh replied to the heads of the clans of Israel: "The Mighty One, God, the LORD! The Mighty One, God, the LORD! He knows! And let Israel know! If this has been in rebellion or disobedience to the LORD, do not spare us this day. If we have built our own altar to turn away from the LORD and to offer burnt offerings and grain offerings, or to sacrifice fellowship offerings on it, may the LORD himself call us to account. 
As if to defend themselves, the people of “Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh” appealed to God’s knowledge of their motives, asking that the people of Israel know what God knows. They put themselves into the hands of God, even requesting that if they had sinned, may “the LORD himself call us to account.”

This is a dangerous request indeed, for mankind is rife with sin and covered with idolatry. God knows all things—even our secret sins—and he knows just how often we fall into evil thoughts and words that are hidden to all others. He knows just how often the motives of our hearts are aimed at ourselves, and not at him. He know just how evil and twisted our hearts are by the corruption handed down from Adam and Eve. Indeed, the LORD knows!

The followers of God in “Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh” also testified to another knowledge of God—the knowledge of God’s plan of salvation, found in the person of the Savior. They knew that God had promised to send a Savior from sin, one who would take upon himself the evil of mankind, and pay the penalty of hell for every secret misdeed. This Savior would be damned in their place, and would die to procure God’s favor for a world of sinners. Through faith, these Old Testament believers looked ahead to this Savior and claimed him as their own. And that faith brought to them the justifying blood of the Lamb; it made them blameless and holy in the coming Savior’s wounds. God knew the work of the coming Christ; he knew his love for man, and the fullness of his redemption. And in calling his Son to account, God knew that mankind would be redeemed from sin by Jesus.
Such a salvation is given to us also, as spiritual heirs of a spiritual Israel. Through the Word and Sacraments, we are brought near to God and cleansed from sin. In that Word, we learn to know and believe that Jesus’ death is powerful to save us. By that Word, we are made bold to trust in Christ as our first defense and our last refuge. In Christ, God has declared our sins removed “as far as the east is from the west.” And so God does not see or know our sins—he has taken them away. We are freed from the guilt and fear of our deeds. For Christ’s sake, God knows us as his friends, his servants, his heirs, and his bride. Praise be to God that he knows us so!
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“We are now in your hands”

It has been said that necessity is the mother of all invention. If a need is present, it spurs people on to new and creative ways to solve problems. If I can’t solve my problems by existing means, I have a strong motivation to come up with a new solution, perhaps one that is radical in its approach and application. When I run out of options, even the desperate seems logical. One example of this type of thinking is found by a Canaanite tribe, the Gibeonites, in Joshua 9:

However, when the people of Gibeon heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and Ai, they resorted to a ruse: They went as a delegation whose donkeys were loaded with worn-out sacks and old wineskins, cracked and mended. The men put worn and patched sandals on their feet and wore old clothes. All the bread of their food supply was dry and moldy. Then they went to Joshua in the camp at Gilgal and said to him and the men of Israel, "We have come from a distant country; make a treaty with us." 

In order to save themselves from the fate of “Jericho and Ai,” the people of Gibeon came up with a desperate ruse—they pretended to be from a distant country, and asked for a treaty with the Israelites. And it worked! The Israelites were deceived, and agreed to peace with them. Joshua 9 tells us the reaction of the nation of Israel when the treaty was discovered:

Then Joshua summoned the Gibeonites and said, "Why did you deceive us by saying, 'We live a long way from you,' while actually you live near us? You are now under a curse: You will never cease to serve as woodcutters and water carriers for the house of my God." 

They answered Joshua, "Your servants were clearly told how the LORD your God had commanded his servant Moses to give you the whole land and to wipe out all its inhabitants from before you. So we feared for our lives because of you, and that is why we did this. We are now in your hands. Do to us whatever seems good and right to you." 

So Joshua saved them from the Israelites, and they did not kill them.

The Gibeonites understood the power of God and their fate at the hands of this mighty LORD. Therefore, they “feared for their lives” and resorted to this ruse. They understood that their only hope was to throw themselves at the feet of the Israelites and to seek mercy. To keep their vow, Joshua kept them alive, and made them woodcutters and water carriers in the house of God. But their approach bought them their lives and peace.

A similar approach is found by each and every person who understands the power of God and his intense hatred of sin. After all rationalizations have failed, all excuses have been exhausted, and all efforts at goodness have collapsed, the need for salvation and each man’s utter inability to provide that drives him to admit that he cannot save himself. He may come to see that no human effort can save him from himself. Desperate times and thoughts may follow, and yet the soul may find no comfort anywhere.
For it took a more radical effort, one that was driven by man’s need, to move God’s heart to compassion. It took the death of the sinless Son of God, on the cross of shame for us, to convince God to look with mercy on a world dying of sin and unbelief. It required that God choose to punish Christ on our behalf, taking our sins and placing them on him, and crediting us with his perfect life. And when this plan was completed, there was “no penalty left for sin,” for Christ’s work has made us “the righteousness of God.”

Such a plan leaves us free to approach the “mercy seat of God” and to throw ourselves at his feet, asking him to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves. It gives us confidence to seek his forgiveness in his means of grace, confident that his saving work is sufficient to cover over all our sins and free us from eternal death. The desperate plan of God is a sure plan for mankind, for it has the Father’s seal of approval upon it. And it is the only way by which men may be saved—it is the only path to forgiveness of sins and heaven.

God grant us the wisdom to turn away from human plans for salvation, and by faith to embrace the “power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes,” trusting that we are safe and secure in God’s hands.
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“as it is now”

It might be easy to think that “nobody cares what I do.” It might be simple to assume that only I am hurt by my own mistakes. It might be convenient to proscribe “victimless crimes.” But is there any sin that does not affect others? Moses answered this question as the children of Israel renewed their covenant with the LORD, in Deuteronomy 29:

Your children who follow you in later generations and foreigners who come from distant lands will see the calamities that have fallen on the land and the diseases with which the LORD has afflicted it. The whole land will be a burning waste of salt and sulfur—nothing planted, nothing sprouting, no vegetation growing on it. It will be like the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboiim, which the LORD overthrew in fierce anger. All the nations will ask: "Why has the LORD done this to this land? Why this fierce, burning anger?" 

And the answer will be: "It is because this people abandoned the covenant of the LORD, the God of their fathers, the covenant he made with them when he brought them out of Egypt. They went off and worshiped other gods and bowed down to them, gods they did not know, gods he had not given them. Therefore the LORD's anger burned against this land, so that he brought on it all the curses written in this book. In furious anger and in great wrath the LORD uprooted them from their land and thrust them into another land, as it is now." 

Moses was speaking not only to the children of Israel, but also to their children, and to all who would follow in their steps. He warned them of the dangers of apostasy—of abandoning “the covenant of the LORD” to go and worship “other gods.” Because of such sin, their children would be taken off to distant lands, and the land itself would be afflicted by calamities and diseases. Such a great effect for such a simple sin!

Such “great effects” still occur today. I might think that to drift away from God or his Word is not such a big deal. Should I think this way, I should consider the great fires of hell, burning with God’s “fierce anger.” I should ponder the “curses written in the book” of the Law upon those who sin against a holy God. I should remember that “it is a terrible thing to fall into the hands of a living God.” Such a little sin can lead to an eternal torment in hell for me, and for any children who follow after me in my sins. And since we all sin daily, and we all are like “sheep who loved to wander,” one might well wonder with the psalmist, “O Lord, who can stand?”

Only one can stand the “fierce, burning anger” of God and survive—the God-man, Jesus Christ. He came to be made a target for God’s wrath; to suffer the eternal agonies of hell for each person. He came to bear on his soul the endless idolatries, small and great, that man is prone to do. He came to be punished in the place of all mankind. His suffering on Calvary was all the plagues and destruction God had planned for us in one focused event.

When he had completed this suffering, he proclaimed in a loud shout that “it is finished!” He told the world that he had successfully taken upon himself all sin, and completed a full atonement for mankind. There was no further payment to be made. The full curse of death had been accomplished in him, and mankind was now set free to love God and be loved by Him.
It is not the curses and dire threats of God that draw us to him, but rather this eternal love—a love that made us his children and gave us faith. This love was given us in baptism, strengthened in us through the Word of God, and keeps us close to God and his Word every day. This love of God declares us his children, and moves us in thankful hearts to admit our sins and look to Christ for ongoing forgiveness of sins. For each Christian, every sin does have an effect—an effect Christ bore on the cross. Having seen this full salvation accomplished by “the lover of our souls,” can we bear to sin at all, or make any excuse? Or is it not truer that we will earnestly seek to avoid all sin, hating “even the clothing stained by sinful flesh?” May God keep us away from sin, away from the further sin of excusing sin, and keep “our thought fixed on Jesus” as we walk with him through life and into eternity!
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“and save his life”
So, I almost died last Thursday. Or at least suffered a very serious injury. Whichever, it might have dramatically changed the course of my life, had God seen fit to have it occur. 

I was walking home from a Bible class when I crossed a busy street. I had the right-of-way, and the little white “walk” symbol was showing. As I crossed, a person turned at the intersection and aimed his car right at me. He swerved at the last minute, but he would have either injured me severely or killed me if he had not swerved. As it was, he missed me by just a little bit. I have pondered how things might have changed for me and others near to me had I been hit, but perhaps I should rather have spent more time on how his life would have changed. What would it be like to run over another person? What would it be like to maim or kill someone, albeit unintentionally?

In the Deuteronomy 19, Moses speaks of the consequence for unintentional killing, and God’s chosen solution for Old Testament Israel:

When the LORD your God has destroyed the nations whose land he is giving you, and when you have driven them out and settled in their towns and houses, then set aside for yourselves three cities centrally located in the land the LORD your God is giving you to possess. Build roads to them and divide into three parts the land the LORD your God is giving you as an inheritance, so that anyone who kills a man may flee there. 

This is the rule concerning the man who kills another and flees there to save his life—one who kills his neighbor unintentionally, without malice aforethought. For instance, a man may go into the forest with his neighbor to cut wood, and as he swings his ax to fell a tree, the head may fly off and hit his neighbor and kill him. That man may flee to one of these cities and save his life. Otherwise, the avenger of blood might pursue him in a rage, overtake him if the distance is too great, and kill him even though he is not deserving of death, since he did it to his neighbor without malice aforethought. This is why I command you to set aside for yourselves three cities. 

Moses shared with the children of Israel God’s chosen solution for “one who kills his neighbor unintentionally, without malice aforethought.” He commanded the people to set aside “three cities” as places where “anyone who kills a man” may flee to for safety. These cities of refuge were to be places of protection from “the avenger of blood,” a place where they could find safety from his “rage” and vengeance. Moses even provided a scenario, where a man cutting wood finds that his ax head may “fly off and hit his neighbor and kill him.” For such a man, God had prepared a place of refuge and safety, a city where he could go and live.

Is there such a place today? Our society entrusts all judgment on such matters to the government—there is no private “avenger of blood” specified by the Constitution. But I wonder if even an unintentional killing would really allow you to be free of the guilt or remorse of having ended another person’s time of grace. If I accidentally killed someone—committed manslaughter—I might run from the government, but could I run from the presence of God? Where could I go to find peace?
For people who sin, intentionally or accidentally, there is a “city of refuge,” a place of peace where one can be saved from eternal death. That place is found at the cross of Calvary, where Jesus went to suffer and die for the sins of the world. That place is found at the tomb on Easter Sunday, where Jesus rose to prove that sin’s payment was complete. That place is found in heaven, where Jesus rules over all things and “works all things out” for the good “of those who love him.” Even though I have never killed a man, I have wished evil on others, disliked others, and held grudges—I have fallen into sins that make me worthy of death. But in Jesus I find a prepared place of refuge from my sins and the evils of this world; from the accusations of the devil and the damnation of guilt. Each and every day I can flee to the Word of God, and find comfort in the knowledge of my baptism. Each time fall into sin, I can see the death of Christ and know that all is well between God and me for his sake. 

So, had I died last Thursday, I would have been free once for all from all the annoying sins and irritating failures of life. I would have been able to rejoice in the new life that has no more evil or pain weighing it down. I would have arrived in my final destination, joyous to find my Savior there “preparing a place for me.” All would have been well. But it did not happen. God had another plan. So, confident that God’s plans are always good, I can continue to see my sins, struggle against my evil, and find refreshment and peace in Christ’s death for me. For some day, very soon, I will make it to that “city of refuge” and find the life that is truly life.
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“Because”

Why does God do what he does? This is an eternal question, asked by people throughout the ages. They ponder it in worship services, weep over it at funerals, and wonder about it at births. They ask it at every twist and turn in the road of life.

In one case, the answer was given by Moses, a man to whom God spoke “face to face.” Why did God choose Israel as his own? The answer is found in Deuteronomy 7:

The LORD did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his commands. But 

       those who hate him he will repay to their face by destruction; 

       he will not be slow to repay to their face those who hate him. 

Therefore, take care to follow the commands, decrees and laws I give you today. 

Why did God “set his affection” on Israel and choose them? Not because of their numbers, for they were “the fewest of all peoples,” only 70. Rather, it was because “the LORD loved” them and “kept the oath he swore.” The LORD chose them and protected them because “he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love.” He chose them because he promised, and God always keeps his promise.

Why has God chosen you to be his child? It is not because of any innate goodness in you, or because of the multitude of your righteous acts. It is not because of your coming to him, for “we were dead in our trespasses and sins.” It is not because you are particularly repentant, or especially wise, or even spectacularly humble. He chose you because He is a faithful God who made a “covenant of love” with mankind.

He made this promise when mankind fell into sin, and the kept it when his Son was born at Christmastime. He fulfilled his promises of salvation and peace by having Jesus die on the cross of shame for the collective greed, inherent selfishness, and overweening pride of all mankind. When Jesus died on the cross, he died for your evil, that you might be his child. He was the promised Savior of the world, and because Jesus “loved you” he chose to suffer hell for you.

By his ongoing grace, and according to his promise to you, he sent his Holy Spirit to wash away your sins at baptism. He gave you faith when you were faithless. He created love in you when you were his enemy. And he has kept that faith in you strong and alive by his means of grace, the daily act of washing away sin in the blood of the Lamb. He has promised “never to leave you or forsake you,” and through his Word he keeps that promise. One day, soon, he will take you to be with him in paradise. There he will complete his promised acts, by giving you “an inheritance that can never spoil, perish or fade,” by his almighty power. Then you will have ample opportunity to thank him for his love—then you will be able to praise him eternally for being a God who keeps his promises of love and grace perfectly. On that day you will understand completely that God does what he does simply because he is God.
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“To the right or to the left…”

Are you a curb-hugger or a median-hugger?  

It is interesting to me to see the variety of drivers on a given road.  Some will drive very close to the median line, almost straying into the oncoming lane.  Others will stay as close as possible to the outside curb, perhaps hitting the gravel once in a while.  While both are legal, the ideal would be to drive down the center of the road.  The middle way is the safest way.

It has been said that the devil sends temptations in pairs, hoping and planning to get us to sin in one way or another.  After repeating the commandments in the Deuteronomy 5, Moses reminded the children of Israel that it was possible to sin in more than one manner:

     “So be careful to do what the LORD your God has commanded you; do not turn aside to the right or to the left.  Walk in all the way that the LORD your God has commanded you, so that you may live and prosper and prolong your days in the land that you will possess.” 

One way the people of Israel could sin was to decide to worship other gods, and to fall into idolatry.  This temptation was the most obvious, because of their association with the nations around them.  The opposite, more subtle, temptation was to consider the law of God as something that they could do to justify themselves, and forget about the promise of the Savior.  This self-pride was a hallmark of the Pharisees of Jesus’ day.  

An ironic circumstance of each sinful way of thinking is that it tends to view the other direction as wrong, and itself as right.  Thus, the atheist tends to view the self-righteous as judgmental and smug, and the self-righteous tend to view the atheists as godless and immoral.  But both sinful directions lead to hell, and both are equally godless.

If I examine my own life in the light of God’s Word, I might see a trend in my sinful way of thinking.  I might tend toward one type of sin.  But the truth is, I veer back and forth from one type of sin to the other on a consistent basis.  This is because I have a sinful nature cannot keep to the path of life.

Thankfully, Jesus did not have a sinful nature.  Instead, he was perfect in every way—not veering to the left or the right.  He neither sinned by rejecting God’s words, nor by becoming too proud to serve.  His life was in perfect balance, and it led him directly to the cross.  In doing so, he paid the penalty for all sin.  His resurrection proved his victory over sin, for my salvation.

This sacrificial death has rescued me from my detours, and set me back on the path of life.  Hebrews 12 encourages us to stay there by following Jesus:

   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 faith through the Word of God to see our sinfulness, to turn away from “the right and the left,” and to trust implicitly in the “author and perfecter of our faith.”
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“reckless”

I was amused the other day to see a website that touted “extreme” church services. Most people would not consider church a place to go to engage in dangerous or physically demanding exercises. The closest most people at my church get to this is if they are brave enough to sit in the pew in front of me while I am singing.
But there are clear records of reckless, dangerous, “extreme” people in the Bible. Among these was a prophet named Balaam, mentioned in Numbers 22. He was summoned by the King of Moab, Balak, to curse the Israelites. On the way, God confronted him:

Then the LORD opened Balaam's eyes, and he saw the angel of the LORD standing in the road with his sword drawn. So he bowed low and fell facedown. 

The angel of the LORD asked him, "Why have you beaten your donkey these three times? I have come here to oppose you because your path is a reckless one before me. The donkey saw me and turned away from me these three times. If she had not turned away, I would certainly have killed you by now, but I would have spared her." 

Balaam said to the angel of the LORD, "I have sinned. I did not realize you were standing in the road to oppose me. Now if you are displeased, I will go back." 

The angel of the LORD said to Balaam, "Go with the men, but speak only what I tell you." So Balaam went with the princes of Balak. 
Balaam had more than a passing acquaintance with the one true God—earlier in the chapter he called him “the Lord my God.” And when he is confronted with his desire to go and earn the gratitude of the princes of Moab, he admits that he “has sinned.” Balaam knew that God was in charge, and was the only Almighty One. Yet, rather than to turn away from the desires of the princes of Moab, he went with them. He allowed himself to be persuaded that he could go and carry out the job in spite of God’s opposition. This path God called “a reckless one.”
Sinful mankind shares Balaam’s same tendency to compromise and be persuaded. Although we might protest at times that “the devil made me do it,” we really need no devil urging us on, apart from the evil one within us. If we are honest, we can each think of times we sinned, and then rationalized that sin by appealing to circumstances or conditions. And you are in plentiful company; all mankind by nature walks down a path that is “a reckless one.” Sinful mankind daily risks the wrath of a righteous God by its willingness to walk into error and evil. Given these circumstances, I guess in one sense every church service is “extreme,” for it features a congregation full of extremely sinful people.

In spite of man’s poor choices, and through his power, God chose to send his Son to be one to solve the problem of reckless paths. In Numbers 24 Balaam testified to this coming Savior:

"I see him, but not now; 
       I behold him, but not near. 
       A star will come out of Jacob; 
       a scepter will rise out of Israel. 
       He will crush the foreheads of Moab, 
       the skulls of all the sons of Sheth.
By the gift of God, Balaam saw one who would “come out of Jacob” to rule over Israel. He would “crush the foreheads of Moab” when he came. This Jesus, the Son of David, came to conquer death and hell when he bore their curse on the cross. His life of perfect obedience to his father led him to die in the place of “sheep who loved to wander,” and to destroy the power of sin over our lives. Christ came to be punished for our recklessness, and to give us a place of safety in heaven by his death. 
Such love has power to destroy the work of the devil, and to bring damned people to eternal life. This love is ours for free, without cost and without effort by us. Through the Word of God we hear about a Savior who has paid the price of hell that we might not have to. God grant us the wisdom and faith to always stay close to this life-saving Word!
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“you did not trust in me enough”
If confession is good for the soul, as one of my former religion teachers used to say, then Moses likely had a very healthy soul. As he wrote the words of Numbers 20, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, he confessed his sin to the world:

Moses and Aaron went from the assembly to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting and fell facedown, and the glory of the LORD appeared to them. The LORD said to Moses, "Take the staff, and you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will pour out its water. You will bring water out of the rock for the community so they and their livestock can drink." 

So Moses took the staff from the LORD's presence, just as he commanded him. He and Aaron gathered the assembly together in front of the rock and Moses said to them, "Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?" Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank. 

But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, "Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them." 

These were the waters of Meribah, where the Israelites quarreled with the LORD and where he showed himself holy among them.

It is always difficult to advertise your short-comings and flaws—no one wants to look bad. It is even harder to cement those into writing. But God’s Word must tell the truth, and the truth is that Moses was a sinful person who “did not trust in God enough.” What Moses wrote was not easy, nor was it ego-inducing; but it told the world about his sin. 

All Christians of all times join Moses in testifying to the truth that we also are sinful. All Christians of all times understand that even though it is difficult to do, we must be open and honest about the evil that resides within us. For God clearly testifies to that evil; and “if claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar” (John 1). Moses knew that to justify himself was to deny God; therefore he through faith chose to deny himself and justify God.

For Moses knew that his justification came not from his own defense of his actions, but from the promise of the coming sacrifice of the Savior of the world. He knew the Messiah would come to die for mankind, and through faith he believed that this work was sufficient to take away his sins. He knew that the God who was “holy among them” would work powerfully in his Son to credit that holiness to sinners such as himself. Hebrews 11 tells us that Moses “regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward.”

Such a reward was given to Moses by the working of the Holy Spirit through the means of grace. It comes to us through these same means of grace, through baptism, when the Word is put on sinful people to save them from their sins. It comes to adults when they eat and drink the body and blood of Jesus Christ. It comes to all people when they hear the Gospel message proclaimed, telling them that sin has been paid for and guilt atoned for by the “Lamb of God.”
The God of all creation knows all sin, and all sinfulness. He knew Moses’ sin, and he knows ours. In Christ, he chooses to count that sin against Christ and declare his believers his beloved children. It is this love that frees us to trust in God, and to confess our sins and God’s goodness every day.
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