“Come, Lord Jesus!” 
Some days are seemingly really good days. Everything seems to go well, the sun shines, the dogs bark, and the world smiles on me. It is good to be alive on those kind of days.

But other days can look to be bad days. Things don’t go well, people seem unfriendly or upset, and life appears to be out of sync. On days like this we might think that life on earth is not so great.

I don’t know what kind of day you are having today, good or bad or in-between, but I can tell you what God says about this day in the last chapter of the Bible, Revelation 22:

"Behold, I am coming soon! Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book." 

I, John, am the one who heard and saw these things. And when I had heard and seen them, I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who had been showing them to me. But he said to me, "Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers the prophets and of all who keep the words of this book. Worship God!" 

Then he told me, "Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, because the time is near. Let him who does wrong continue to do wrong; let him who is vile continue to be vile; let him who does right continue to do right; and let him who is holy continue to be holy." 

"Behold, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End. 

According to the last revealed words of God, this day is a day when “I am coming soon.” Today is a day when “the time is near.” Today is a day closer to that time when God will “give to everyone according to what he has done.”

If the biggest problem in this day is that I am in it, that concept might well cause me fear. I can’t claim to have earned any sort of reward from a righteous God. Yet I know that, because Jesus Christ was willing to die on the cross for my sins, and because that righteousness is declared to be mine by the work of the Holy Spirit, that the “reward” will be given on the basis of what He has done, and given to me. 

Because of this, John, and all children of God, react to today and every day by wishing that the LORD would come:

The Spirit and the bride say, "Come!" And let him who hears say, "Come!" Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life. 

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book. 

He who testifies to these things says, "Yes, I am coming soon." 
      Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. 

Today, whether I consider it a good day or a bad day, I can look forward to a time when all days are good. Today I can ponder a God who loves me so much that he has given me eternal life even while I am on this earth. Today I can give thanks to a Spirit who called me into faith and will keep me there by his almighty power.

Knowing all this, every day can be a good day—and every good day we can say, “Come, Lord Jesus!”
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“The wrath of the Lamb”
Among the most interesting “killer rabbit” moments in recent history occurred in 1979, when then-President Jimmy Carter was sitting in a fishing boat in his home state of Georgia, and was attacked by a rabbit. The rabbit swam out to this boat, and “making strange hissing noises and gnashing its teeth,” tried to enter his boat. He shooed it off with his paddle, and the event was captured on film. (http://www.narsil.org/politics/carter/killer_rabbit.html)

The paradox of this story is that we don’t normally associate rabbits with this kind of behavior. They seem docile, quiet, and cute, so that the phrase “killer rabbit” seems oxymoronic. Yet evidently, in the right circumstances, a rabbit can be quite fearsome.
Is the same true of lambs—specifically, the one Lamb of God?  Judge for yourself, based on the truth of God revealed in Revelation 6:

I watched as he opened the sixth seal. There was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red, and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as late figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. The sky receded like a scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place. 

Then the kings of the earth, the princes, the generals, the rich, the mighty, and every slave and every free man hid in caves and among the rocks of the mountains. They called to the mountains and the rocks, "Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb! For the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?"

On the last day of judgment, God will reveal himself in power and majesty. The “great earthquake” will be accompanied by signs in the heavens, as the entire creation in unmade. But that will not cause fear. What will cause fear for “every slave and every free man” is “the face of him who sits on the throne.” People will fear “the great day” of “the wrath of the Lamb.”

That wrath will be considerable, for it will consist of eternal punishment in hell for every sin ever committed. Every single breaking of a single commandment will experience God’s anger, and involve being cast into a place “where their worm will never die, nor will their fire be quenched.” Small wonder that the consistent question from men is “Who can stand?”  The answer is plain—no one can stand on that day.

Right now, the Lamb seems rather tame. He is easy to ignore and to shrug off. He isn’t the least bit threatening or scary, for that day seems far off. Who is scared of the wrath of the Lamb right now?

If I really pondered the terror of the final judgment, I would be. If I really considered the awfulness of an eternity in hell, I should tremble in fear. I should seek to “kiss the Son” while there is time, before my fate is sealed through death.

Unfortunately, my fear would keep me from approaching the Lamb even to look at him—my sin would condemn me and cast me down. For this reason, the Lamb was pleased to lower himself to the earth, and to live among us. He was pleased to “put on human flesh” and be perfect in his words, actions and thoughts. He was pleased to suffer the full wrath of his Father, and to endure agony in hell for each sin of every human being. He chose to suffer death on the cross in our place.
Because I cannot endure the wrath of God, Jesus bore it for me. Because I cannot stand on the awful day of judgment, Jesus stood in my place in hell. Because I cannot “kiss the Son” in love, Jesus loved me and gave me his perfection as a declared truth. He lifted me up from the depths, and set me in a firm place. He is “the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”

The children of the Lamb do not need to fear the coming wrath of God, for they are shielded on that day by the blood of the Lamb. We will face judgment, it is true, but the verdict of “not guilty” has been delivered by Christ and applied to us as an accomplished fact. So in the Lamb we see not wrath but love. In return, we do not fear but adore the Lamb. May this be our refrain today and every day:

“Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!”
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“I write to you…”

I suppose there may be many reasons to write. You may want to express love, or get information, or pay a bill. You may want to remember an anniversary, congratulate on a birthday, or celebrate a holiday. But there may also be tough circumstances that cause a person to write: to break off a relationship, to fire an employee, or to tell of a death or difficulty.

In 1 John 2, God gives us his reason for writing, and they are all wonderful ones:

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.
Just as an unopened envelope may cause concern or worry, so pondering God’s Word unopened can cause sinful humans concern. The sins that I have committed pile themselves up to heaven and cause God to be offended. I know that those sins should justifiably cause God to condemn me to hell eternally. So I have a bit of concern every time I open up his Word.

But that concern is addressed when I hear words of God like those in I John 2. There God tells me that “your sins have been forgiven,” that “you have overcome the evil one,” that “you have known the Father,” and that “the word of God lives in you.” There I hear that my sins have not been counted against me, but against Jesus Christ as my replacement. There I find not an angry God, but a God of love and grace and forgiveness.

I John 2 is not the only place such words appear. They appear throughout his Word, for they are the primary message of the Bible: That Jesus Christ came to save sinful men, like me, from sin, and to declare them righteous through his blood. The more I read, the more I hear these comforting words, and the more I want to hear them again and again.
Indeed, there are many reasons to write. But God only has one reason—because he loves us. And that is the best reason of all.
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“scoffers”
The word “skeptic” comes from the ancient Greek school of thought called Skeptikoi. These were the thinkers who asserted that nothing can be known for sure, because nothing is provable. Even their own philosophy is essentially unprovable, because there is no such thing as absolute truth or falsehood. (more at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skeptic)
Those who follow this philosophy have a tendency to mock any who claim absolute certainty. They seek to tear down the foundations and leave an empty space. And God speaks of them in 2 Peter 3:
First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, "Where is this 'coming' he promised? Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation." But they deliberately forget that long ago by God's word the heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and by water. By these waters also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed. By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men. 

Peter, writing by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, attributes the skeptical attitude to one of “deliberately forgetting” the creation of the world. Peter continues to discuss the implications of this mocking:

But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. 

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. 

Skepticism forgets that God is in charge, and that he is the maker of all things. It also forgets that whatever God makes, he will one day unmake. On that day nothing will be left undone—everything will be “laid bare.”

Essentially skepticism is an insidious form of self-idolatry. It elevates my own thinking above God’s. It places my decisions and my opinions above the revealed Word of God, and seeks to make me the judge of all things.

But I am not the creator of anything. I did not make the world, nor will I destroy it “by fire.” I am just a man, and a sinful one at that.
That understanding creates a tremendous humility and a great fear—humility at my own pride, and fear of the “judgment” which a righteous God must have for my pride.  It casts me down into the dust, and forces me to remember what I might otherwise choose to forget. 

But that understanding cannot save me. Only the message of the love of God—the truth that God 
”so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son” has power to lift me up. Only the reminder that “God is patient” and desires “everyone to come to repentance” can create in me a new understanding of my own position before God. For, in his patience and love he chose to place all of my sins on his perfect Son, Jesus, and to make him suffer the wrath of God for eternity. His payment of blood on the cross was sufficient to erase my debt and declare me forgiven and in a right relationship with him.
Today, the forgiveness is proclaimed to me through the Word, by the work of the Holy Spirit. Today, the Word works faith in my heart, and convinces me of my need for God. Today, I see a Savior who drives away the skeptic in me and encourages me to believe and trust in him.

Some day soon, Jesus will return to judge the world. That is certain, for he has said so. On that day “every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is LORD, to the glory of God the Father.” Until that day, we can be certain that God is in control and is working all things out for our good and his glory. 
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“blameless”
What makes for a good pastor?

Twice in the book of Titus, the primary qualification for a person who would seek to be a spiritual “elder” or “overseer” is described as the quality of being free from blame. Titus 1 tells us:

An elder must be blameless, the husband of but one wife, a man whose children believe and are not open to the charge of being wild and disobedient. Since an overseer is entrusted with God's work, he must be blameless—not overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest gain. Rather he must be hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined. 

Add to these twin qualities the additional qualities of blameless the idea that he must be “not  overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest gain.” Instead, he is to be “hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined.” Quite a list of qualifiers for a person to fulfill! Like the disciples, we might be inclined to exclaim, “Who then can be saved?”

For when we look at people, we don’t see these qualities. Even the “best” pastor falls regularly into sin, and falls into some of these sins. And who can ever claim by themselves to be blameless?

The answer is: Jesus can. Hebrews 7 tells us of his essential quality:

Now there have been many of those priests, since death prevented them from continuing in office; but because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood. Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them. 

Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. For the law appoints as high priests men who are weak; but the oath, which came after the law, appointed the Son, who has been made perfect forever.

Jesus is the great high priest, who is “able to save completely those who come to God through him.” He is the one who is “holy” and “blameless.” His sacrifice “once for all” was sufficient payment for all sinners. He has been made “perfect forever.”

When I add these verses to the hard words of Titus, the two form a perfect whole, and they show me the essential qualification of a pastor—indeed, of any Christian. As a sinful man, the pastor cannot be blameless of his own; rather, that blamelessness must be from Christ and credited to him through faith. We, too, as children of God, must have that same quality—our blamelessness must be from Christ, and not from our own efforts.

When we look for the “perfect” pastor, then, we can look for one who confesses and believes his own sins, and trusts in Jesus Christ as Savior through the working of the Holy Spirit. A pleasant personality, a good speaking voice, or a kind demeanor might be nice, but they do not make the pastor “blameless.” Only the blood of Jesus Christ can do that. God grant that we always seek to judge our “elders” and “overseers” by this one true standard alone!
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“itching ears”
What do you do with a mosquito bite? 

Scratch it? If you do, you may well experience short-term relief, but scratch hard enough, and it will draw blood. Then you risk infection.

Leave it alone? But then the itchy feeling persists and persists.

Get some medicine? Various products have been made to help with itching, but they seem to only work right away. If you wait too long, they don’t help.

Avoid mosquitos? That works in some places with some people, but many people (especially in the Midwest) don’t have that option. Mosquitos are everywhere.

It may well come down to the final point that there is nothing you can do with them, nothing perfect that is. You may just have to live with mosquito bites.

As it is with mosquito bites, so it is with our sinful desire to hear false doctrine. St. Paul describes the “itching” that comes from a desire to hear something wrong about God’s Word, found in 2 Timothy 4:

In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.
When do men not want to hear “sound doctrine?” When their “itching ears” have decided what they want to hear. In order to then scratch that itch, they will find teachers “to say what their itching ears want to hear.” Paul then describes it as a willful turning “away from the truth” and to myths.

Just as a mosquito itch is caused by the presence of mosquito venom, so this itching is caused by the presence of the venom of sin. It distracts, and irritates. It causes action away from God, and if scratched enough can lead to an eternally permanent type of death.

I know that the time of such things has come, for I see this reaction in myself. I can think of times I have turned away from the “hard teachings” of God and looked to human wisdom for something “more to my tastes.” I can remember times I decided what I wanted to hear, and then went looking for it. By nature, I have itching ears.
And so have you, since you share the same sinful nature as I do. You also, in your sin, have scratched that itch of self-gratification, and sought out a simpler teaching or easier law. You too have itching ears. It is the universal human condition from living in a world filled with sin.

“For us, then, and for our salvation,” God sent one whose willpower and concentration was perfect—his Son, Jesus Christ. Because all mankind was “like sheep who loved to wander,” Jesus came to be “the visible representation of God’s glory,” and to teach and rebuke sinful people who followed their own desires. Resisting every temptation, he carried our sins to the cross, and there died for all of our backsliding, wandering, and self-gratification. There, he became the sacrifice for the sins of the world, and in his death we are declared to be righteous.

His death was the payment, and his resurrection was the treatment. When he rose, he reminded us that our struggles on this earth are temporary, and that he had defeated death for us. Through the gift of his Holy Spirit, he brings us a new heart and a new mind, fully focused on him. This new man now has power to struggle against sin, and to turn to God and seek not our will but his. This new man does not have “itching ears” but ears fully attuned to God’s works and his ways.

This new man lays hold of the promises of God, and gives power to resist the temptation to follow our “itching ears.” This new man re-echoes the words of the Psalmist, “Lord, I love your law; I meditate on it day and night.” This new man has ears fully attuned to God.
While on this earth, we will struggle with sin, and all its effects. But sin can have no power over us; for one day, very soon, Jesus will come to free us from this world of sin, and take us to be with him eternally. On that day, we will be free from all this itching, and scratching, and sorrow, and repentance. On that day, we will be finally free.

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 8-24-06 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 supremacy”
In a social world, there are some unspoken rules that everybody seems to know. Among them is the unwritten rule not to upset the person in charge.

That person is the one who pays your check, governs your town, or gives out work. That person is in charge, and if I have an adversarial relationship with that person, things will be tough for me. It’s probably a good idea for me to make sure my relationship with that person is good.
The Bible testifies that Jesus Christ is the one in charge of the world. Colossians 1 tells us:

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.
There is no power or majesty in this world apart from Christ, for “by him all things were created.” All things we not only created by him but also “for him.” He continues to rule, for Paul tells us that “in him all things hold together.” He is supreme “in everything.”.

Given this, why would anyone want to have this Christ, this king, as an enemy? Yet Colossians 1 continues by pointing out this very fact:

Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior.
As evil persons, our natural state is one of alienation from God. Our “sins have separated us from our God,” and we could expect nothing good from this arrangement. By ourselves, this state of opposition would lead us to certain and lasting eternity in hell. But God was not content to leave us in hostility to him. Colossians 2 tells us:

When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross. 

When Jesus went to the cross, he took with him “the written code” of the Law. When he died, he “disarmed” its power to condemn and create hostility between God and man. His death was a triumph over sin—our sin.
We cannot claim that we did anything to make this happen, for we were “dead in our sins.” Rather, God came to us and made us “alive with Christ.” This is the very essence of love—for the supreme ruler of the universe to come to man, to become a man, and to die in the place of man. This is the means by which God draws us, his enemies, to him and makes us his friends.

God still uses means to bring us to him—his means of grace. They testify both to his lasting rulership and his eternal mercy. They claim not only his kingship, but also his willingness to serve as our great High Priest, who sacrificed himself for us. They not only convict us of sin, but also encourage us to “draw near to God” through faith in our Savior.

Through God’s grace, we have a new relationship with the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. May we, as God gives strength, draw near to him as he comes to us in his means of grace—the Word, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper.

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 8-23-06 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.

“nothing”
A while back the self-esteem movement was in full swing, and people were encouraged by the Army to “be all you can be.” Each person was told to “self-actualize” and “find the inner you.” When you did this, the experts opined, things would be much better.  You would find peace in yourself, and you would not suffer from low self-esteem.

Without casting too many stones, I have to admit that when I look deep inside myself I don’t always like what I see. I see myself as being selfish, rude, angry, greedy, untrusting, and uncaring. I see myself as having “no-esteem,” not just low-esteem. I see sin, in all its various incarnations, lurking inside of me and moving me to do wrong.

I know this to be true because the Bible clearly teaches this—by myself, I am nothing. But the Bible also teaches that when I see myself as nothing I am in good company. Philippians 2 tells us about another who sought to be “nothing:”

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
Who, being in very nature God, 
      did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
but made himself nothing, 
      taking the very nature of a servant, 
      being made in human likeness. 
And being found in appearance as a man, 
      he humbled himself 
      and became obedient to death— 
         even death on a cross!
God is in his very nature all-powerful, but Christ Jesus “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped.” Instead, Paul reminds us, he “made himself nothing.” He did this when he was born in a manger in “human likeness.” He died this when he humbled himself to be the Savior of the world and “became obedient to death—even death on a cross!”

The work of Jesus was to make himself nothing for us—to take our nothingness on himself and to give us his “somethingness”—his perfection, his holiness, his love, as a free gift. This gift is “of God,” as Paul says in Ephesians, “not by works, so that no one can boast.” This gift is through the creation of faith by the work of the Holy Spirit.

When we admit our “nothingness”—when we see in ourselves nothing but sin and error—we admit our emptiness and our need for a Savior. And our Savior then comes and fills us with his life, his forgiveness, his peace and his joy. He comes to be the person we couldn’t (and can’t) be, and to declare us righteous in Him.
Philippians goes on to describe the result of Jesus making himself “nothing:”

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 
      and gave him the name that is above every name, 
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
      in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
      to the glory of God the Father.
Because Jesus was willing to be the Savior of the world, God “exalted him to the highest place” and “gave him the name that is above every name.” Jesus’ willingness to declare himself ”nothing” declared him to be Lord, “to the glory of God the Father.”

When, as children of God, we continue to walk as Jesus did, we trust that he too will “lift us up in his good time.” When we see our sins and confess them freely, we submit our wills and egos to the one “who judges all things.” When we admit our need for a Savior, we turn away from human opinion (even our own) and instead aim our efforts “to the glory of God the Father.”

Then, as lesser siblings of our great Brother, Jesus Christ, we too can expect that God will raise us in glory, seat us in the heavenly realms, and declare us his dearly beloved children. On the first day of Creation, God made something out of nothing. On the last day, he will again repeat that miracle as he frees us from sin and gives us the eternal gifts of his grace.

May we continue to be “nothing,” following the path of Jesus, until that great and glorious day!
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“the weapons we fight with”

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”

What you hit me with may have a huge impact on the hurt I feel. The little ditty above points out that words cannot inflict a physical wound; others may counter by pointing out that a cruel word can do more damage than a stick or a stone. There are indeed different kinds of hurts inflicted by different kinds of weapons.

What weapons do we use in our spiritual battles? Paul discusses this issue in 2 Corinthians 10:

By the meekness and gentleness of Christ, I appeal to you—I, Paul, who am "timid" when face to face with you, but "bold" when away! I beg you that when I come I may not have to be as bold as I expect to be toward some people who think that we live by the standards of this world. For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ. And we will be ready to punish every act of disobedience, once your obedience is complete.
Paul points out that as children of God living in the world, we “wage war” against the powers of this world. The weapons we choose to use are not “weapons of the world” but weapons with “divine power.” But what are those weapons?

These weapons are not human logic or persuasion, for they have no power to change the sinful heart of mankind. These weapons are not smiling faces or excellent speech, for excellence and beauty cannot make a person love God. These weapons are not personality or human charity, for “all men have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” None of these “weapons of the world” have power to “demolish arguments and every pretension.”
The only weapon that can demolish the stronghold of sin in our lives is the Word of God in the Bible and the Sacraments. Only the message of a perfect God who expects holiness can break through the castle walls of my own selfishness. Only the fearful dread of an eternity in hell can shake the egotistic foundations of my self-idolatry. When the Law thunders, it has “divine power” to destroy my sinful pride. 

In addition, only the message of a Savior from sin, who died on the cross of shame for me, and who rose again to assure me of new life, has power to build up in me a new foundation of faith. Only the new life given through baptism has strength to keep me centered on Christ. Only the powerful working of the means of grace has might to allow me to “take captive every thought and make it obedient to Christ.”

When Paul spoke of using weapons with “divine power,” he was speaking with great confidence about this same power of God in Word and Sacrament. He knew that they were effective, for they had worked in his life to declare him righteous, and to keep him in the faith until that day.

Because of the love and grace of God, he makes these weapons available to us today and every day, and he imbues them with his might. He gives them to us to use on ourselves and on others. And he promises that “my Word will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire.” His Law and Gospel are the “weapons we fight with,” and they are powerful weapons indeed. May we be bold to use them, and grateful to God when they have their effect!
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“standing firm”
Are you weak? Or are you strong?

The answer to this question might well depend upon what area is in question. For some areas, strength is measurable—perhaps I can bench-press enough weight to show physical strength, or maybe my stocks are doing well and I can consider myself financially strong. In other areas, strength finds its basis in perception. I might feel strong in dealing with an addiction, or have strong convictions about a political issue.

But in spiritual matters, strength is entirely different. Paul explains how to view our lives of faith in I Corinthians 10:

For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that our forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea. They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ. Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them; their bodies were scattered over the desert. 

Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did. Do not be idolaters, as some of them were; as it is written: "The people sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in pagan revelry." We should not commit sexual immorality, as some of them did—and in one day twenty-three thousand of them died. We should not test the Lord, as some of them did—and were killed by snakes. And do not grumble, as some of them did—and were killed by the destroying angel. 

These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come. So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don't fall! No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.

The warnings from the nation of Israel were clear—strength was not dependent upon external blessings. For the nation of Israel had been chosen, fed and protected by God; and yet they had fallen away from God and “their bodies were scattered over the desert.” Some had fallen into idolatry; others into sexual immorality; and still other tested the LORD. But the result was the same—physical death and spiritual separation. The people of Israel thought they were strong, but they were not strong enough.

We could say the same thing. For we too have been selected by God, fed and nourished by him, and chosen as his own. Yet we do not have the strength necessary to cling to God. Left to ourselves, we would fall away just as surely as the nation of Israel did. We are just not strong enough.

But that confession contains within it a different type of strength—a strength of confidence in a loving and forgiving God. For if I am not strong enough, they I need the strength of God on my behalf. And those who admit their weakness find that strength in the person of Jesus Christ.

As God, he is “the spiritual rock” who came into this world to be with man. He taught the people God’s Word, cured their illnesses, healed their diseases, and did so perfectly. He was then crucified by sinful men in order that our sins might be put to death, and that life and immortality might spring to life. His path to the cross was one of strength and majesty, and even his death showed his victory. His resurrection proved that he still is in control, and his ascension to the throne of heaven guarantees his active control over all the events of the world.
As the mighty and ruling Savior, Jesus has power and strength to provide all that we need—forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. As the faithful God, he provides his Spirit to strengthen us and gives us tests to allow us to turn to him. As the merciful God, he sends his Spirit to comfort us when we fall, and to set our feet back on the path of righteousness.

So are we spiritually weak or spiritually strong? In our human nature we are weak; but in Christ we are strong. May we always be weak in ourselves, so that in us Christ may be glorified!
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“know nothing”

The teacher looked up from his podium. His eyes flashed lightning, and he yelled, “You sit here all day, and listen, and what do you know—nothing!” Then he calmly proceeded to continue his lesson.
Telling someone they know nothing is a stinging rebuke, and obvious hyperbole. Most people know some things, and many people know many things. But there is a time and a place to “know nothing.” Paul gives one such example in I Corinthians 2:

When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling. My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, so that your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power.

For Paul, the resolve to “know nothing” was based on his concern for the Corinthian Christians. Although a very educated man, and eloquent in speech, Paul willingly set aside all of these “wise and persuasive words” in favor of “a demonstration of the Spirit’s power.” He goes on to describe this power:

We do, however, speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. No, we speak of God's secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. However, as it is written: 
   "No eye has seen, 
      no ear has heard, 
   no mind has conceived 
   what God has prepared for those who love him"—but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit.
The “secret wisdom” of God was planned by God “before time began,” hidden from man, and centered in the person of Jesus Christ. On him God was pleased to place the responsibility for the redemption of the whole world. He did this by demanding a perfect life, and by punishing him for the sins of all mankind. That the Son willingly took on this role, and “became sin for us” shows his understanding and agreement with this secret wisdom. That the Father raised his Son from the dead proved the sufficiency of the payment, and his joy in fulfillment of the Father’s plan.

The wisdom of God is incomprehensible to man, because man in his sinful nature cannot imagine such a sacrifice. “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him.” But it is revealed to man by God’s Holy Spirit, through the means of grace—the Scriptures in Word and Sacrament.
Paul resolved to “know nothing” of the wisdom of this age, because it was wisdom that leads “to nothing.” The most eloquent speaker, the wisest sage, the most persuasive talker can accomplish nothing without the Spirit. Only through the Spirit’s work on the heart does this “secret wisdom” of God become ours, and only through it is faith produced and strengthened in the hearts of man.

We cannot make the Spirit’s work more sufficient—it is God’s work, and it is already done perfectly by God. But we may confuse God’s words with our words, and try to accomplish through human means what God is already doing perfectly. When that happens, God grant us his wisdom to see our sin, turn from it, and also resolve to “know nothing except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”
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 “stumbling stone”
At our house, we don’t have a coffee table in the living room. We chose not to put one in, because the entryway to the kitchen and the front door are on opposite sides of the living room. We felt that if we were trying to get out the door, with a family of seven, there was just too much chance that someone would trip over it and hurt himself. (That would be me.)

Others might disagree with that choice, noting that a coffee table is a great place to, oh, put a cup of coffee if you are sitting and relaxing. And I would retort, “Who has time to sit? Who has time to relax?” So there is definitely room for discussion there.

The same debate comes up over the place of Jesus in the home. Paul summarizes the thoughts in Romans 9:

What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith; but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it. Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the "stumbling stone." As it is written: 
   "See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes men to stumble 
      and a rock that makes them fall, 
   and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."
It is only the occasional person who believes that God has no place in their home—most people seem to want religion. But there are two trains of thought about where Jesus belongs in the home. Some, like the Israel of old, pursue righteousness by their own works. For them, Jesus is another religious article to have around, because he might turn out useful. But he is not the center of the home—man’s self-made efforts and “holy attitudes” sit firmly on the altar of the heart. Because they rely upon themselves for their righteousness, their work is never done, and Jesus can become a “stumbling stone” as they rush to and fro. He doesn’t really help with the goal of a perfect life; he just gets in the way. Finally, he makes them fall eternally into shame.
All of us by nature fit under this definition. All of us by nature seek to justify ourselves, and to earn a place in heaven by our own works. All of us by nature stumble over the Jesus and misunderstand him, and all of us by nature would fall into eternity in hell even as our rest and salvation is before us.

That salvation was purchased for us by a Savior Jesus Christ, who lived sinlessly on this earth. Not a single error or flaw touched his existence. And having been declared righteous by his own works, he willingly gave up his life as a “sacrifice of atonement,” to pay the penalty of our sin, and to free us from the curse and power of the devil. His purposeful life was freely spent on our behalf, that we might not have to try (and fail) to achieve righteousness on our own. He has done all the work of God, that we might receive the benefits of freedom now and eternally.
The “power of God” is the power of the Holy Spirit, which teaches us to view Jesus rightly. The Word of God shows us that “no one will be justified by observing the law,” but rather that “through the law we become conscious of sin.” When we hear the righteous decrees of God, and feel the demands of our conscience, the Holy Spirit teaches us to flee to the “stone” of Jesus Christ, and to rest our weary and guilt-ridden souls on him. The faith that this Spirit gives us encourages us to seek our peace, comfort, salvation and eternal life only through Jesus Christ.

This faith places Jesus at the center of the home, and builds on him, in peace and love. May God grant us such a faith, and keep us in that faith until the day we die!
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“you…have no excuse.”
What was Paul thinking?

In the first chapter of Romans, Paul points out his thankfulness for the Roman Christians, by saying “your faith is being reported all over the world.” He identifies the Roman Christians as those “who belong to God” and tells them that they are “loved by God and called to be saints.”

After his introduction, he then begins talking about the wrath of God, in Romans 1:

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 
After discussing in some depth the consequences of sinful man turning away from “God’s invisible qualities”—consequences such as increased sin, blindness, and sexual depravity—Paul completes the chapter by summarizing all who follow this way of thinking:
Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.

Only in chapter two do these things hit home:
You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things. Now we know that God's judgment against those who do such things is based on truth. So when you, a mere man, pass judgment on them and yet do the same things, do you think you will escape God's judgment? Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God's kindness leads you toward repentance?
Paul seems to be talking out of both sides of his mouth—on one hand, he calls the Roman Christians “saints,” and on the other, tells them that they “condemn themselves” and “show contempt for the riches of his kindness.” So which is true?
The answer is that both are true. By themselves, the Roman Christians had the same sinful nature as anyone—they were just as depraved and “filled with every kind of wickedness.” Because of this sinful nature, they did “continue to do these very things” that Paul had so roundly condemned. Furthermore, they could not change who they were, for it did not lie within their ability to stop sinning. “There is no difference,” Paul writes in Romans 3, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

And yet, as children of God, the Roman Christians had been declared righteous by the blood of their Savior. Even though they continued to sin, their sins had been paid for once for all by the death of the Christ on their behalf. Because of that sacrificial death, the wrath of God had been appeased, and the debt of hell was considered “paid in full.” They were declared to be “children of God” and “heirs of eternal life.”

As children of God, therefore, we continue to be both “sinners” and “saints.” Although we continue to sin, that sin is not counted against us, but rather is counted against Jesus. Although we are saints, we are still tempted to sin, and fall into sin regularly. But because of Christ, we don’t need to hide or deny our sins (or our sinfulness), but rather can see in them the reason for our ongoing need for Christ and his Word. Because Christ was our excuse, we don’t need to make excuses for the things we continue to do wrong. He has forgiven, and he had covered over our sin in his blood. May this be our refuge and strength forever!
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“God’s offspring”

The news of late has been filled with the debate between evolution and “intelligent design.” Some feel that the teaching of Darwin’s secular religion is ready for a fall. Others feel that intelligent design is just a way to get around the separation of church and state. Still others look at the debate and wonder what it is all about.

Well, it’s not really just about creation, or so Paul says to Greek thinkers in Athens, and to us, in Acts 17:

Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: "Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as something unknown I am going to proclaim to you. 

"The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 'For in him we live and move and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring.' 

For Paul the very nature of the existence of God and his creative act at the beginning of time are tied up in the will of God for me today. He “made the world” and “determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live.” He not only was in charge at Creation, but still is in charge today. And he did this so that “men would seek him” although “he is not far from each one of us.”
The God of Creation and history was pleased to set his own schedule, that man might come and seek him. Unfortunately, when man gets close to God, he sees trouble. He sees a God who demands perfection. He sees a God who is holy in his righteousness, perfect in his justice, and eternal in his punishments. Because of this, man, who fell into sin shortly after Creation and who still is infected by sin, cannot stand the presence of a holy God.

Paul alludes to this point as he continues to discuss the very nature of God:

"Therefore since we are God's offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man's design and skill. In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead." 

The “man he has appointed” is Jesus Christ, the true Son of God who was born of a woman. He was the very essence of God, and the “exact representation of his glory.” He came to this world to fulfill the demands of God by a perfect life, and to suffer and be killed on the cross of eternal shame. In doing so, he broke down “the dividing wall of hostility” between man and God, and became the Way to eternal life. And to give proof of the fullness of his redemptive work, he raised Jesus from the dead and sent his Word out into the world.

This Word calls on me to repent, and to turn from my own ways to his Way. This Word assaults my ignorance, and teaches me to view this world from God’s perfect perspective. This Word is God’s will in its truth and purity.
When the Word comes to me, I can seek to turn away from it, for a time, until the “day when he will judge the world with justice.” I can deny that God has power, and ignore the proof of Christ’s resurrection. Or I can even deny that God exists, even though he “is not far from each one of us.” In my free will I can do all this and think that it is just about logic and reasons and politics.

But even then, God will “hold out his hands” all day long. He will continue to send his Holy Spirit to convict the world of its sins, and to bring men to faith in him. He will continue to “command people everywhere to repent.” And he will continue to forgive sin and build his kingdom through the death and resurrection of his Son, the Savior of the world.

We are his offspring, made by him in perfect power. Those who believe in him are his offspring, again, won to his family by the blood of the Son and through the waters of baptism. On the last day, all men will see him and acknowledge his power. Until that day, may we look to Jesus as our brother, our Savior and our friend.
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“The man who saw it…”

Have you ever been on a witness stand?

If so, you know the requirement—to testify to “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” The testimony is based on what you saw, and you are a witness who tells those facts. The fate of someone may well depend upon your witness.

In the book of John, John testifies about what he witnessed—he saw the Christ suffer and die. John tells us that he went in and saw the trial of Jesus, because “he was known to the high priest.” He was at the foot of the cross as Jesus died, for “Jesus saw his mother there, and the disciple whom Jesus loved (John).” And John saw the proof of Jesus’ death, as recorded in John 19:
Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, "I am thirsty." A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus' lips. When he had received the drink, Jesus said, "It is finished." With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. 

Now it was the day of Preparation, and the next day was to be a special Sabbath. Because the Jews did not want the bodies left on the crosses during the Sabbath, they asked Pilate to have the legs broken and the bodies taken down. The soldiers therefore came and broke the legs of the first man who had been crucified with Jesus, and then those of the other. But when they came to Jesus and found that he was already dead, they did not break his legs. Instead, one of the soldiers pierced Jesus' side with a spear, bringing a sudden flow of blood and water. The man who saw it has given testimony, and his testimony is true. He knows that he tells the truth, and he testifies so that you also may believe. These things happened so that the scripture would be fulfilled: "Not one of his bones will be broken," and, as another scripture says, "They will look on the one they have pierced."

John testified to the piercing of Jesus Christ, and through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit understood it as the fulfillment of the Scripture. He knew that Jesus was dead, and he testified to that truth. He was a witness.

Later, John would also see the resurrection of this same Christ, who was truly dead but now was alive. He would touch his hands and side, and would see him eat. He knew then that Jesus had been dead, but was now truly alive. He was a witness of the great victory of the Christ over death.

In the same way that John was a witness to the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, so are we a witness to the death and resurrection of Jesus. Through the eyes of faith, we know and believe that Jesus was truly dead, and that his death was to pay for the entire debt of sin that the world incurred. We know that his death was for us, in our place. Through hearing the Word, we get to see our Savior die in our place.

But we also know, by faith, that when Jesus rose from the dead, his resurrection indicated a complete victory over death. We believe and know that his resurrection means that we will also rise from the dead, to live with him in heaven forever. Every time we hear the story of Easter we are witnesses to the truth that Jesus rose from the dead for us.

Because faith comes through the Word of God, and because faith is “being sure of what we hope for, and certain of what we do not see,” those who are witnesses of the death and resurrection of Jesus are filled with a burning desire to study, hear, and learn God’s Word. Psalm 119 tells us, “Oh, how I love your law—I meditate on it day and night.” The more often we hear the Word, ponder our baptism, or take the body and blood of Jesus, the more certain we become of that which we do not see—a risen Christ, killed for us, but now ruling in heaven until the last day. And the more we witness him through the eyes of faith, the more accurate and clear our words and lives will be as testimony about what we saw.

Christ did indeed die, and we are witnesses of that fact—witnesses through faith. God grant us a full measure of his Holy Spirit, so we may see and testify to that which we have never seen, and yet know to be true.
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“You should wash each other’s feet”
I distinctly remember going to camp and having stinky feet.

Some of us had gone to basketball camp earlier in the summer, and as a result had picked up athlete’s foot. When we later ended up in camp, and took our shoes off, one of the counselors was so offended that he made us get a bucket of soap and water and wash our feet. It was rather embarrassing, and also rather ineffective.

It was embarrassing because our private flaw was revealed publicly. It was ineffective because the root problem was the athlete’s foot germs, which could not be removed by a surface washing. It required strong medication, and persistent treatment, to finally remove the disease. And finally, having to wash your own feet is not much fun. I would have much rather had the counselor do the work for me.
This exact point is made by Jesus, as he prepared the disciples for his death by showing them “the full extent of his love,” in John 13:

It was just before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew that the time had come for him to leave this world and go to the Father. Having loved his own who were in the world, he now showed them the full extent of his love. 

The evening meal was being served, and the devil had already prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, to betray Jesus. Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples' feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him. 

Jesus took on himself the most menial of tasks, the washing of the feet of others. In doing so, he sought to teach them a lesson:

When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?" he asked them. "You call me 'Teacher' and 'Lord,' and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.

The invitation was given to humble oneself, to wash each others’ feet, and to “do as I have done for you.” The only problem was, not one single person there could do it.

They couldn’t do it because they had their own “stinky feet” to deal with. They couldn’t do it because they were offended by the sins of others. They couldn’t do it because they were too ready to tell others to serve them and wash their feet, and thus were too proud to follow Jesus.

By ourselves, we also can’t “wash each others’ feet.” We too are infected by the disease of sin, and all too ready to be served and not too willing to serve. The sins of others often offend us, and cause us to turn away. We too are too proud to serve.

For this reason Jesus had to do more than surface clean—he had to attack the disease at its root. He did this when he “humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross.” There, he took on himself the sins and failures of this world, and completely paid for each one by suffering hell for it. There, he died that our sins might die with him. There, he healed us.

By his resurrection he proclaimed peace and health for the world—his perfect humble life of service given into death, and then given to us, was sufficient payment for our debt. He then applied that new life to us in the waters of baptism, when he washed away sin and gave us forgiveness of sins, life and salvation. In that baptism we were cleansed from all sin and set aside for service to God.
That service now involves “washing each others’ feet”—it involved daily contrition and repentance; it involves humbling ourselves; it involves covering over the sins of others and putting up with their faults. It involves us in a daily task of following Jesus Christ.

When we hear Jesus’ words and “understand what he has done for us,” we gain strength and courage to struggle with sin and to persistently look to the cross of Christ for healing, forgiveness and peace.

May we find in that cross power to be “do as Christ has done for us”—the power to wash each others’ feet.
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“I am the gate…”

Hardly a day passes without hearing from someone promoting a new book designed to help you solve your problems in life.

“Lose 50 pounds of ugly fat while eating cheesecake!”

“Get rich on 20 minutes of work a day from your home computer!”

“Cure insomnia (impotency, stress, cancer, etc.) the natural way!”

And on it goes. A cynic might wonder why the endless array of products when it is likely that none of them work all that well. But the cynic forgets the nature of this world and of each person. The nature of this world is to have trouble, and each person’s nature is to try and solve problems. So mankind often grasps at any straw in times of difficulty, looking for answers.

But also notice that none of the hawkers claims to BE the answer; they merely claim to HAVE the answer. This contrasts sharply with the person of Jesus Christ, who claims to be the sole answer to life’s problems in John 10:

"I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber. The man who enters by the gate is the shepherd of his sheep. The watchman opens the gate for him, and the sheep listen to his voice. He calls his own sheep by name and leads them out. When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger's voice." Jesus used this figure of speech, but they did not understand what he was telling them. 

Therefore Jesus said again, "I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep. All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will come in and go out, and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.

"I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. 

"I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me—just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep. I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd. The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father." 

The “life” that Jesus promised is based not on what we do, but on what he did. It is not based on us changing who we are, but on the knowledge and recognition of who Jesus is and what he has done. He is the Gate; he is the Good Shepherd. He is the one who “lays down his life” and “takes it up again.” He is the one with authority.
Among all people, there is the tendency for us to look elsewhere than Jesus for answers. The message that simply “knowing the Good Shepherd’s voice” is both too easy (not giving me any credit) and too hard (it requires a child-like faith). Many have taken offense at the simple message of salvation by faith alone, and shipwrecked their faith. They have left the one Good Shepherd to follow “hired hands,” “thieves and robbers.” They will be disappointed when they are abandoned and left to their fate by these false Messiahs.

For sinful people, therefore, the Shepherd shows the ultimate love—he lays down his life for the sheep. He is the only one who is faithful to the point of death. He is the only one whose perfect life and innocent death can free us from hell and give us eternal life. He is the gate.

God grant that when we see problems in this world (and we will), we see those problems as symptoms of the one problem of sin; and God grant that we look the Good Shepherd as the only solution to the one problem and the only gate to heaven.
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“if you are the Christ, save yourself…”

The time had come for Jesus to be crucified. He had prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, and received his answer. The betrayer Judas had done his work, and the trial before the Sanhedrin was done. Pontius Pilate had finally acceded to the demands of the crowds. Jesus had been whipped, beaten, robed, and made to carry his cross to the Golgotha, the Place of the Skull.

One might imagine that the physical suffering of Jesus was acute, for he had endured much. But all of the physical suffering was nothing compared to the spiritual suffering that Jesus was about to endure. He was going to suffer hell for the sins of the world, one at a time, once for all, in a hell of his own creation. He was about to be forsaken by his Father forever, in a few hours on the cross. And perhaps the hardest part of it was the fact that he knew exactly what was coming, being omniscient.

At this point, Jesus endured a tremendous temptation, repeated several times. Luke 23 describes the temptation:

Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with him to be executed. When they came to the place called the Skull, there they crucified him, along with the criminals—one on his right, the other on his left. Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing." And they divided up his clothes by casting lots. 

The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him. They said, "He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Christ of God, the Chosen One." 

The soldiers also came up and mocked him. They offered him wine vinegar and said, "If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself." 

There was a written notice above him, which read: THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS. 

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: "Aren't you the Christ? Save yourself and us!" 

It doesn’t take too much imagination to hear the echoes of the earlier recorded temptation of the devil, “If you are the Son of God…” in these words. Here the devil was offering Jesus an easy way out. All he had to do was to say the word, and the Father would send twelve legions of angels to defend him. He could well have descended from the cross and indeed saved himself from physical pain, humiliation, and eternal death in hell.

But Jesus’ words at the time of that first temptation were also true at this temptation: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” The words of God had prophesied that the Christ would have to come and suffer, and if he “saved himself,” how then could the Scriptures be fulfilled? So, instead of succumbing to this or any other temptation, he stayed on the cross, suffered for the sins of the world, and did his Father’s will.
Because Christ was willing to be the “sacrifice of atonement” for us, we are freed from the certain fate of an eternity in hell our sins deserve. Because Christ did not save himself, he became our Savior from sin. Because he stayed on the cross, we have been declared righteous and freed from the prison of eternal torment.
And his perfect focus and concentration on the word and will of God has been given to us as a gift of grace. Our sinful nature was crucified with Christ, and died, that “we who live might no longer live for ourselves but for him who died for us and was raised again.” Through this gift, we gain the same concentration and selflessness that Christ had, to be used in his service.

The sacrificial gift of God moves us to study his Word, as Christ did, and to treat it as the “one thing needful.” It encourages us to daily “crucify our flesh” through contrition and repentance, turning to Jesus for all that we need. It moves us to suffer all things, even death, rather than to turn away from Christ and his truth. And it keeps us until the day Jesus returns to take us to be with him in heaven.

Jesus is the Christ. He is the one who did not save himself, but saved us instead. May our lives be an ongoing litany of praise to him for his selfless and saving act!
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“both God and money”

I woke up the other day and started out thinking about money. I had certain bills to pay, and I pondered how my finances would work together to allow them to be paid on time. I had it all figured out, and felt pretty good about myself—until I realized my idolatry and repented of my sin.

If you have ever had a similar experience, you might wonder what the sin is…what terrible thing I had done that required repentance. Is it a sin simply to think about money? The answer to this is found in Luke 16:

“I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. 

Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your own? 

No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." 

The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus. He said to them, "You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestable in God's sight.”

As Jesus spoke to the Pharisees about the purpose of money, he told them that there were two possible exclusive “masters”—God and Money. They were exclusive because both cannot be served. A mind can focus on one only. And my sin in the morning hours was to focus on Money rather than upon God. 

Now, I know this to be a sin, because the First Commandment tells me “You shall have no other gods.” If I look to my money to solve my problems, it becomes my god, and I fall into idolatry. Better by far to look to God as my God, and trust in Him for “every good gift.” This is what God calls “true riches” and “property of my own.”

Even though all of this went on in my head, it was a sin that needed confession, for God knew my heart and my false sense of priority. I am sorry I did it, but I cannot claim that it will not happen again. Rather, I am certain it will, for I have a sinful nature that just seems to always get it wrong. “The good that I would do, this I do not do…” Paul said in Romans 8, speaking for the entire human race. “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?”

Jesus will. For Jesus was the man who was always devoted to his heavenly Father, who always kept the First Commandment, who served God perfectly and completely. Instead of the eternal blessing his perfect life deserved, Jesus chose instead hell and condemnation on the cross of shame, bearing all at once the penalty I deserved. He paid my price, for every time I wandered from God and loved money more than Him. He covered over my sin, and set me free from my mountain of sin-debt. In declaring my sins forgiven, he then went the extra step and gave me his perfect life as my own, to use and enjoy while on this earth. Thus I am set free from slavery to money, the devil, and my own sinful way of thinking. 

The freedom I have received is to understand the terrible extent of my own sin aright, and to daily turn from it to serve God. The freedom I have received is to consider money aright, and to treat it as it really is, “very little” and “detestable.” The freedom I have received is to value God’s Word above all wealth and riches, and see it as the only eternal good.

For now, this freedom from Christ is freedom to love and serve Christ only. But this freedom still suffers under the oppression of my own bad thinking and impure motives. But one day, very soon, I will open my eyes and find myself free for good from sin, and free forever to serve Christ perfectly in heaven. On that day, it will be only God that will concern me. Until that day, God grant me his grace to see my own sin, turn from it daily, and base my confidence in Him.
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