“You are worthy”

Who’s going to win the Super Bowl this year?  As the NFL football season begins, everybody seems to have an opinion or guess. Various reasons are advanced, from statistics to trends to changes to “gut instinct.”  But the reality is, nobody knows for sure.  The future remains closed to us.

Not only is the future hidden from us, but often the present seems pretty murky as well.  Amid competing claims, and an avalanche of information, we might say that we aren’t entirely sure of what is true today.  Sneering, Pilate asked Jesus, “What is truth?”  Many would either wonder the same question, or deny that there is a “truth” to know.  In either case, the present is closed to them, as well.

The cause for this closure is told to us in Isaiah 29:

Be stunned and amazed, 
       blind yourselves and be sightless; 
       be drunk, but not from wine, 
       stagger, but not from beer. 

The LORD has brought over you a deep sleep: 
       He has sealed your eyes (the prophets 
       he has covered your heads (the seers). 

For you this whole vision is nothing but words sealed in a scroll. And if you give the scroll to someone who can read, and say to him, "Read this, please," he will answer, "I can't; it is sealed." Or if you give the scroll to someone who cannot read, and say, "Read this, please," he will answer, "I don't know how to read." 

Not being able to understand the present or future is a consequence of sin.  The truth is characterized as a scroll that is tightly sealed.  Only by knowing God can we open it, read it, and understand it.  However, Isaiah points out that our sins have led us to “blind ourselves,” and thus we are “sightless.”

Each time we despise the Word of God we testify to our inability to find God and learn his truth.  Each time we turn away from his will, and follow ours, we sink deeper into the “deep sleep.”  Each time we make up our own truth, we “stagger, but not from beer.”

Fortunately, there is one who is worthy to open the scroll.  He eagerly sought the truth of God his entire life.  He followed his Father’s will to the letter.  Even when facing an eternity in hell on the cross, he said, “Not my will, but your will be done.”

Jesus, the worthy one, is pictured in Revelation 5:

    Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, "Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?" But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside. Then one of the elders said to me, "Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals."
    Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. He came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne. And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. And they sang a new song: 


   "You are worthy to take the scroll 
      and to open its seals, 
   because you were slain, 
      and with your blood you purchased men for God 
      from every tribe and language and people and nation. 
    You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, 
      and they will reign on the earth." 

Jesus gives us the truth of the present and future through his Word.  In His Word, he tells us that we are “a Kingdom and priests to serve our God.”  In the His Word, he tells us that we “will reign on the earth.”  Only in Jesus is this truth revealed.

God grant us the wisdom to always seek the truth in the Word of the Lamb!
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“a gold ring in a pig’s snout”
The beauty industry is a multi-billion dollar industry, with companies selling all manner of cosmetics, jewelry, clothing, diets, and plastic surgery to add to people’s appearance. Indeed, given the proliferation of beautiful men and women on tv, movies, and the internet, it is valid to ask if beauty is not our current obsession. But what does God think of all this? Proverbs 11 tells us:

The LORD detests men of perverse heart 
       but he delights in those whose ways are blameless. 

Be sure of this: The wicked will not go unpunished, 
       but those who are righteous will go free. 

Like a gold ring in a pig's snout 
       is a beautiful woman who shows no discretion. 

The desire of the righteous ends only in good, 
       but the hope of the wicked only in wrath. 

Taken in context, God tells us in Proverbs that he “detests” people “of perverse heart.” He promises that “the wicked will not go unpunished,” and that their hope will end “only in wrath.” As an example, he uses the rather picturesque language of a “gold ring in a pig’s snout” to describe a person who “shows no discretion.” Adding outward adornment to a sinful person does not make that person less sinful, only more ridiculous. God repeated this same thought when he warned that “man looks at outward appearance, but God looks at the heart.” No amount of money, decoration, or surgery can make a person who is caught or lost in sin look and feel right. Only a perfect life of holiness and innocence can lead to a right relationship with God; a life that we cannot live or even want to live, so deep are we in corruption by our sinful nature.

But to save us from both our natural vanity and our feeble attempts to save ourselves, Christ came in answer to Scripture’s promises to be our Savior from sin. Isaiah describes his ugliness on our behalf in Isaiah 53:

He grew up before him like a tender shoot, 
       and like a root out of dry ground. 
       He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, 
       nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. 

He was despised and rejected by men, 
       a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. 
       Like one from whom men hide their faces 
       he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 

There was “no beauty or majesty” in Jesus “to attract us to him,” and his life was one of sorrows and suffering. Nowhere was that more true than on the cross, where he displayed the ugliest form of death, crucifixion, betrayed and forsaken by God and men alike. But the beauty of Christ was hidden in the fact that he was suffering there for us, that we might not have to burn in hell for our shallowness and conceit. He bore upon his holy soul our torment, that we might be declared holy and spotless in his righteousness—perfect in the eyes of the judge and Lord. And when he completed that task, he died and rose again to be “the firstfruits” of those who would rise from the dead, free from sin and beautiful in soul and body.
We are among those whose souls have been made free by Christ, whose ugliness has been declared beauty by the work of the Messiah. Our baptism assures us of that fact, and His Word, the power of God in that baptism, declares it to us again and again. Because this forgiveness is dependent not upon us but upon Christ, we can be certain that the work of God for us “is finished;” that there is “no longer any sacrifice for sin.” And in his grace God has so arranged all things that every day we receive forgiveness of sins through the Word; every day we take our ugliness to Christ and receive reassurance of his beautiful work of redemption on our behalf. And this “beauty treatment” will continue, every day, until that final day when we are set free from sin and death and age and sickness and pain and sorrow and guilt forever. Praise be to God that he did not simply “put a gold ring” in our snout; praise be to God that his act of saving us made us completely, and utterly, beautiful in Jesus!

This e-votion was sent by Phil Rehberger on 8-30-07 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.
“Full redemption”
Recent news has followed the plight of Matt Murphy, the 21-year-old student from New York, who caught the 756th home run ball hit by Barry Bonds. Although at first such a catch seemed too good to be true, the lawyers soon informed him of the costs: about a third of the cost of the ball, perhaps as much as $200,000, would be due in taxes alone. Since Murphy did not have that much cash, he had no choice but to decide to sell the ball. (more at http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601082&sid=awZpU3lYtHv4)
Can you pay the price? Do you have enough? That theme also expresses itself in Psalm 130, a “song of ascents:”

Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD; 

O Lord, hear my voice. 
       Let your ears be attentive 
       to my cry for mercy. 

If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, 
       O Lord, who could stand? 

But with you there is forgiveness; 
       therefore you are feared. 

I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, 
       and in his word I put my hope. 

My soul waits for the Lord 
       more than watchmen wait for the morning, 
       more than watchmen wait for the morning. 

O Israel, put your hope in the LORD, 
       for with the LORD is unfailing love 
       and with him is full redemption. 

He himself will redeem Israel 
       from all their sins.

The psalmist found himself “in the depths,” issuing a “cry for mercy.” He knew the extent of his sins, knew that if the Lord “kept a record of sins” he could not stand. He knew that he could not pay the price for his soul, but instead he had to “wait for the Lord” and put his hope in a source outside of himself. In a similar way, Jesus reminds us in Matthew 16, “What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?” Since the price for a soul is a perfect life, and all mankind is born doomed to sin, there is no one living on this earth who can ransom a single soul. The demands of God are too strict, and the price is too high.

It was for poor doomed souls like ours, then, that Christ came to provide what the psalmist so longed for—“forgiveness.” Christ came to be the model of “unfailing love” in his thoughts, words, and actions. He came not to “condemn the world,” but to “save the world” through his work of redemption. When he suffered hell on the cross, he paid the complete price necessary to ensure that our redemption was completed, then and there at Calvary. As the assigned sacrifice for sin, he was both able and willing to give up his own soul that all sin might be covered in the blood of the Lamb of God.
When we make a mess of our lives (and we will) and find ourselves in “the depths,” there is no sense to trying to make amends or issue blanket promises of future change. We cannot pay that price! But in Christ we need not try to pay for our sins, for he has already accomplished that great act. He has already made “full redemption” for every sin—past, present, and future. There remains only for us to “put our hope in the Lord” and “in his word,” that word which assures us of Christ’s sacrifice for us and the forgiveness and new life it provides through the work of the Holy Spirit. Such a response is the natural gratitude of a soul that knows its sin and cherishes its freedom from sin in Jesus Christ. Such a response is a gift of the Holy Spirit which comes with faith and new life. Such a response is our “fear” of the one who died that we might live forever.
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“Whatever pleases him.”

If you were almighty, and perfectly wise, and present everywhere in time and place, what would you do? One wonders if the answer to that might be the same as the answer to the old saw about where an 800-pound gorilla sits: wherever he wants to. But what would you want to do?

In one sense, this question is impossible to answer. In another sense, however, God through his Holy Spirit answers it in the Bible, as in Psalm 115:

Not to us, O LORD, not to us 
       but to your name be the glory, 
       because of your love and faithfulness. 

Why do the nations say, 
       "Where is their God?" 

Our God is in heaven; 
       he does whatever pleases him. 

But their idols are silver and gold, 
       made by the hands of men. 

They have mouths, but cannot speak, 
       eyes, but they cannot see; 

they have ears, but cannot hear, 
       noses, but they cannot smell; 

they have hands, but cannot feel, 
       feet, but they cannot walk; 
       nor can they utter a sound with their throats. 

Those who make them will be like them, 
       and so will all who trust in them. 

In answer to the question, “What does God want to do?” the psalmist really gives three answers. First he points out that it is “not to us” that the glory should go, but to God, for his “love and faithfulness.” God is hard at work seeking his own glory, for only he deserves it. Secondly, he points out that “he does whatever pleases him.” God’s ways are known to his own “spirit.” And thirdly, what pleases God is not what pleases man by nature. By nature, man’s “idols are silver and gold made by the hands of men.” By nature, mankind makes idols to idolize himself, and his fate is to “be like them” as they fall and fail. Those who trust in them blind themselves to the truth of God, and all mankind by nature falls under this curse of judgment for the idols of our own creation.
Through the Word, however, we can see what God desires to do for sinful people who have turned away and given glory to themselves—and it comes as a tremendous surprise. For it is the will of God that no one be condemned, but that all men be saved. To accomplish this, then, it was God’s will that Jesus Christ be born a man to serve all mankind. The miracle of the incarnation was that the omnipotent and all-wise God should choose to lower himself and “make himself nothing” for sinful people, and then suffer the torment we justly deserved at his hands. If I were God, I would not do such a thing—it is a mystery “beyond all understanding.” In Christ we see the complete “love and faithfulness” of God expressed in human form, so that we might see and know and believe in him as our only Savior from sin.
This wonderful gracious will of God comes to us through his means of grace—through his baptism, where Christ’s name is placed upon us; through Holy Communion, where Christ gives us his body and blood to eat and drink, together with the bread and wine; and through his Bible, the message of Law and Gospel for our eternal welfare. Because human logic and reason cannot find God, God finds us with his Gospel message and gives us his perfection as a free gift. Because we are by nature those who “cannot see” Christ, Christ sent his Holy Spirit to teach us to know and trust in the loving plan of redemption. Because we were “dead in our trespasses and sins,” the Father came to us in mercy and made us his children and his heirs, by his own power and might. Thus we are blessed not only by the atoning work of the Savior, but also by the sanctifying might of the Holy Spirit. We may still not completely understand the works and ways of God, but we know and trust that they are good and done for our good. By faith, we can believe and confess to God that “not to us but to your name be the glory, because of your love and faithfulness.”
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“That we may be saved”

It is always difficult to understand the depth of understanding that the man Jesus Christ demonstrated in the Word of God. The Scriptures testify to his knowledge, saying that even at the age of 12 he amazed the teachers with his knowledge. As he grew “in wisdom” and in stature, his holy mind constantly sought after his Father’s will. As a perfect man, he made the Scriptures his only source of goodness and his constant reference, quoting them at length for friends and enemies alike. He also spoke parables, and those parables gave insight into God’s kingdom in simple ways. At the same time, they also were references to the Old Testament, and to the unity of the Scriptures. Just such an example appears in Psalm 80, where the psalmist Asaph foreshadows Jesus’ parable of the vine and the branches:

You brought a vine out of Egypt; 
       you drove out the nations and planted it. 

You cleared the ground for it, 
       and it took root and filled the land. 

The mountains were covered with its shade, 
       the mighty cedars with its branches. 

It sent out its boughs to the Sea, 
       its shoots as far as the River.

Why have you broken down its walls 
       so that all who pass by pick its grapes? 

Boars from the forest ravage it 
       and the creatures of the field feed on it. 

Return to us, O God Almighty! 
       Look down from heaven and see! 
       Watch over this vine, 

the root your right hand has planted, 
       the son you have raised up for yourself. 

Your vine is cut down, it is burned with fire; 
       at your rebuke your people perish. 

Let your hand rest on the man at your right hand, 
       the son of man you have raised up for yourself. 

Then we will not turn away from you; 
       revive us, and we will call on your name. 

Restore us, O LORD God Almighty; 
       make your face shine upon us, 
       that we may be saved.

For the children of Israel, the picture of the nation of God as a “vine” must have been a powerful one. For they had experienced the blessings of God, as God had “brought a vine out of Egypt” and “planted it” in the good land of Canaan. There it had thrived until God allowed it to be “burned with fire” and rebuked. There it had been made to suffer the punishment for its idolatry, and made to perish. For the Old Testament people, the rebuke was sufficient to turn them back to the promise of the Savior, and to lead them to confess their sins and “be saved” through faith in the coming Christ.
Through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, we as New Testament believers can also see how this clear picture of a vine applies to Jesus Christ. He also came “out of Egypt,” and he was raised in the land of Israel. In the three years of his ministry, he spread the Word of God through the Gospel message and “filled the land” with his teaching. And in answer to God’s plan of salvation, Jesus was “cut down” and “burned” in the fires of hell—he was made to suffer the rebuke and disgrace of the sins of all mankind on the cross of shame. There, the “hand of God” rested on the Messiah in anger and wrath—there, the “son of man” accomplished the task for which he had been born and lived—the redemption of our souls.

The psalmist sees in clear relief the effects of this coming Savior—he understands in faith that a revived people “will call on (God’s) name” and that God’s shining face means “that we may be saved.” The New Testament Scriptures teach this truth for us to know and believe; the Old Testament Scriptures testify with the same beauty and power and truth as they point the same pen to the same Savior by the work of the same Holy Spirit. In Christ, we have forgiveness of sins, for “he is the vine and we are the branches.” In being attached to him through faith, we have this forgiveness of sins as a free gift, that we may be saved.
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“Be still…”

Martin Luther was under a great deal of stress much of His life.  Likely, this was an inevitable result of earning the enmity of the most powerful man in the world at the time, the pope.

Martin Luther also had a “stress management” technique—he turned to the Word of the LORD for comfort, peace, and assurance.

This had several beneficial effects:

It turned his thoughts away from himself and towards God.

It showed him his own sins, for he was assuredly a sinner.

It showed him a Savior from sin, Jesus Christ, who came to die for sinners such as Luther, and you, and me.

Luther’s standard approach was to study the Word of God in the morning—less if he had less to do, and more if he had more to do.  But it times of great stress and anxiety, he would say to a friend, “Come, let us sing Psalm 46.”

I guess I could do worse that follow Luther’s advice.  Too often I admit to looking after my own wisdom and schemes, of doing what I think is right, and failing to do what is right in God’s eyes.  Too often I have looked for strength other places than God.  Too often I have seen in my Savior a judge, a lawgiver or a tyrant.

But He came to be none of these things.  He came to be a Savior, one who would lift my eyes from myself, and to Him on the cross.  And there I find Him suffering, and bleeding, and dying—all for you and for me.

So, in spite of sin and stress, I say to you today, “Come, let us sing Psalm 46!”

Psalm 46

    God is our refuge and strength, 
       an ever-present help in trouble. 

    Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way 
       and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, 

    though its waters roar and foam 
       and the mountains quake with their surging. 
       Selah 

    There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 
       the holy place where the Most High dwells. 

    God is within her, she will not fall; 
       God will help her at break of day. 

    Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall; 
       he lifts his voice, the earth melts. 

    The LORD Almighty is with us; 
       the God of Jacob is our fortress. 
       Selah 

    Come and see the works of the LORD, 
       the desolations he has brought on the earth. 

    He makes wars cease to the ends of the earth; 
       he breaks the bow and shatters the spear, 
       he burns the shields with fire. 

    "Be still, and know that I am God; 
       I will be exalted among the nations, 
       I will be exalted in the earth." 

    The LORD Almighty is with us; 
       the God of Jacob is our fortress. 
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“my sword”
I will confess to “tool envy” from time to time. I see a tool that fits a need, and I think, “If I just had this, life would be better.” This same thought can be repeated with the perfect outfit, the new car on the lot, the exciting job in the paper, the fun hobby, ad infinitum. Too often, however, if I buy the tool I see that the result is from the worker, not the tool. The clothes that looked so good on the model still show me to be average-looking (or worse!) The job has troubles and difficulties of its own—the new hobby works out like the old one. One might be tempted to think that nothing matters but the person holding the tool. And in one sense, at least, that would be right, as Psalm 44 proclaims:

We have heard with our ears, O God; 
       our fathers have told us 
       what you did in their days, 
       in days long ago. 

With your hand you drove out the nations 
       and planted our fathers; 
       you crushed the peoples 
       and made our fathers flourish. 

It was not by their sword that they won the land, 
       nor did their arm bring them victory; 
       it was your right hand, your arm, 
       and the light of your face, for you loved them. 

You are my King and my God, 
       who decrees victories for Jacob. 

Through you we push back our enemies; 
       through your name we trample our foes. 

I do not trust in my bow, 
       my sword does not bring me victory; 

but you give us victory over our enemies, 
       you put our adversaries to shame. 

The psalmist recalls the time of Israel’s victory over their enemies in the promised land—a time “long ago” when God used “his hand” to fulfill his promises. He “drove out the nations” and “planted our fathers;” God “decreed victories for Jacob” by his own “right hand” and “the light” of God’s “face.” Even though the people held “their sword,” they understood that this was not the reason for the victory—indeed, the psalmist indicates that it is only “through your name” that he can expect victory. He does not “trust in” his bow or expect his sword to bring him success. It is and always was entirely a gift from God.

As one who has a Bible in hand, it might be easy for me to be tempted to use that Bible as 
”my sword,” to assume that no matter what I do with it, I too will win the victory. But that forgets one very important point—that my hand is a human hand, prone to sin and error. It forgets that the powerful tool needs a powerful hand to guide it, and an omniscient mind to teach it, and I am neither. Rather, because of my sinful nature, I will inevitably fail to understand God’s Word or his majesty, taking entirely too much credit for myself and falling into false idolatry and earning damnation for my willful pride. The tool is good, but I am not.

And so thanks be to God that I am not the one upon whom the power and success of God’s Word depends—thanks be to God that he is both “my King” and “my God.” In love, God chose to answer my weakness and failure by having his Son take on human flesh, being born with holy and righteous hands that never once strayed. In obedience, those hands were always busy with his Father’s work, never once committing a single wrong act. And those same hands were nailed to the cross of Christ, willingly, to pay for my failures and shortcomings, to endure the eternity of hell I deserved, so I might be free of the shackles of sin now and forever.

It is in Christ that sinful man finds its victory, for only Christ is worthy to grasp the tools of God and use them perfectly. Only Christ has “all authority in heaven and on earth” to send out his Word and work his mighty will through that Word. And only Christ can send his Holy Spirit, to bring us to the great heavenly Canaan, through legions of spiritual enemies and terrible foes. In days “long ago” Christ won for us this “beautiful land” by the “light of his face” because of his great love for us. Today, through his Word, he still “decrees victories” for us through that same Word. We are, all of us, simply beggars in this great kingdom—nothing we do is worthy of our trust. We dare not and need not rely upon our hands to carry us, but Christ has done all and will, through his Word, “give us victories over our enemies” now and eternally.
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“Where is your God?”
When terrorists struck down the World Trade Center, where was God? When I was lying in the hospital bed, where was God? When I was rebuked and mocked for my faith, where was God?


These questions likely come naturally to people who see and feel and experience the effects of sin, but don’t see the hand of God. Evil occurs, and God seems distant. Where is He in his might and providence? But such questions are not at all new, as Psalm 42 describes:

As the deer pants for streams of water, 
       so my soul pants for you, O God. 

My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. 
       When can I go and meet with God? 

My tears have been my food 
       day and night, 
       while men say to me all day long, 
       "Where is your God?" 

These things I remember 
       as I pour out my soul: 
       how I used to go with the multitude, 
       leading the procession to the house of God, 
       with shouts of joy and thanksgiving 
       among the festive throng. 

Why are you downcast, O my soul? 
       Why so disturbed within me? 
       Put your hope in God, 
       for I will yet praise him, 
       my Savior and my God. 

For the psalmist, who distress is so great that his soul “pants” and “thirsts” for God, and adding insult to injury are the taunts of men saying, “Where is your God?” These things bring back memories—of going “with the multitude” to “the house of God,” of “shouts of joy and thanksgiving,” and of a “festive throng.” Amidst those joyous scenes, God seemed very close and very real, but in the depths of darkness, the soul asks, “Where can I go and meet with God?”

The answer to this is not found within ourselves—we cannot force a relationship with God and the joy of closeness with him, for the evil that distresses mankind comes primarily from within us. Indeed, we are victims of our own nature, an inherited evil that caused the angry Creator to cast Adam and Eve from his presence and which still separates God and men. In a very real sense, any despair over sin is entirely earned by our sin; any hopelessness is only a shadow of the great torment awaiting all mankind in the fires of hell.

Because mankind is paralyzed by sin and “downcast” and “disturbed” by its own evil, in love God chose to complete his plan of salvation in the person of his only Son, Jesus Christ. Because we could not save ourselves or find God, in mercy Jesus chose to find us by taking on “the very nature of a servant, and being made in human likeness.” Having been born and lived in perfect obedience to his Father’s plan, he “humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross.” (Phil. 2) To save mankind, Jesus came to be “Immanuel,” God with us, so that we might never have to ask “Where is God?”
But the work of God for us was not done when Jesus died and rose again, having completely paid for our sins. In still greater mercy he sent his Holy Spirit to give us faith, in the waters of baptism—to apply this forgiveness won by Jesus directly to our souls, and set us free from our wretchedness. On that day, the question of “Where is God?” was rendered moot, for the means of grace applied God’s saving truth to us, and declared us his children now and eternally. These means of grace still provide us with the Gospel message in Word and Sacrament—they still show us the love of Christ, and his death in our place and for the forgiveness of our sins. In a very real sense, therefore, any feelings of distance from God are symptoms of a distance from these means of grace, which proclaim to us that saving Gospel message. In them, we realize again and again that God is a good God, who loves to bring us hope; that he is a merciful God, who deserves our praise as He comes to us with his peace; that he is an eternal Savior and an unchanging God of grace.
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“Sweeter than honey”
Imagine that you received an urgent letter from a friend, who lived in a distant country. That person spoke her native language and English. She knew that you did not speak her language. When you open that letter, would you expect it to be written in her native language or in English? You would be disappointed if she wrote to you something that you could not understand. Friends want friends to know the truth.

Through the means of grace (the Bible, Holy Communion, and Baptism), God tells us that he wishes us to be his friend. He also sends us an urgent message in his Gospel message. Do you expect it to be written in a language you can understand? Too often we allow our sinful nature, the devil and this world to convince us that the Bible is hard to read, obscure, or really not very useful. But that view assumes a false friendship with him. He really wants us to know ourselves as we are, to turn from our sins, and to find pardon and peace at his Son’s side.

Psalm 19 testifies to the power of this urgent message from God:

    The law of the LORD is perfect, 

    reviving the soul. 

    The statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, 

    making wise the simple. 

    The precepts of the LORD are right, 

    giving joy to the heart. 

    The commands of the LORD are radiant, 

    giving light to the eyes. 

    The fear of the LORD is pure, 

    enduring forever. 

    The ordinances of the LORD are sure 

    and altogether righteous. 

    They are more precious than gold, 

    than much pure gold; 

    they are sweeter than honey, 

    than honey from the comb. 

In his Word, God testifies clearly and completely to the plan of salvation that began before Creation, and culminated in his Son’s death on the cross for the sins of the world. In this message, we hear in simple and straight-forward terms that the love of God was revealed to man through this Christ, that he came to die for us, and that in his death the sins of the world were paid for. He tells us how we receive this gift of life, (”For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith, and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of

God”), and how we can be certain of its completeness and effectiveness. (”Because I live, you also will live.”) Because God loves us, he wants us to know so that we may also be saved. There always have been and always will be those who distort or doubt this message, to their own condemnation. But God grant that we always cling closely to it, understanding and believing that the message of forgiveness in Jesus Christ is indeed ”sweeter than honey. ” 
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“No one!”

I once lived in a town that had a plant for processing medical grade silicon. It was a huge facility, and I was told that its entire function was to take silicon that was 99.9% pure, and make it 99.999999% pure. Two things amazed me—one, that such effort could be put into such a seemingly small result, and two, that even with such effort the purity could not reach one hundred percent.

In the book of Job, Job speaks of this issue of purification also, but with a human slant. The task is impossible, as he writes in Job 14:

"Man born of woman 
       is of few days and full of trouble. 

He springs up like a flower and withers away; 
       like a fleeting shadow, he does not endure. 

Do you fix your eye on such a one? 
       Will you bring him before you for judgment? 

Who can bring what is pure from the impure? 
       No one! 

Man's days are determined; 
       you have decreed the number of his months 
       and have set limits he cannot exceed. 

So look away from him and let him alone, 
       till he has put in his time like a hired man." 

For Job, the task of purifying man was a hopeless task, for man is by definition “of few days and full of trouble.” Because he is so short-lived, he and his works “do not endure.” Rhetorically, Job asks, “Who can bring what is pure from the impure?” and his answer is “no one!” In the anguish of his spirit, he sought to have God “look away” and “let him alone,” so that he can “put in his time” and then die.

We might consider Job’s anguish as related to his physical and emotional suffering, until we realize that his words ring true even for us today. Like Job, mankind today is “of few days” and “full of trouble.” The things we produce by ourselves will “not endure.” And no one living today can “bring what is pure from the impure.” Like Job, like Adam and Eve, like all men, by ourselves we will only put in our time and die.
We might have many reactions to this—we might deny it, and or try to craft truth and meaning from our lives. We might rage against time and God’s decrees. We might try to bargain with God, or begin a program of self-improvement to “bring what is pure from the impure.” But do we really think we can succeed where all other living men have failed? By nature, Job’s resounding decree of “No one!” includes us—because of our fundamental human nature, we cannot change who we are and the damnation our sin has destined us for eternally.

Because mankind’s existence without God is so futile, and so evil, God chose before time to do the unthinkable—to come to earth as a baby, born of a woman, yet not sharing that evil nature, to live among man as the perfect solution to sin. He came to live among us as a pure person, one who never acted, spoke, or thought a single error. He came to stand under his Father’s righteous eye and be found “without sin.” He came to be obedient to the plan of salvation, to do all that we by nature could not do. And then, having been “tempted in every way, just as we are, yet without sin,” he allowed himself to be placed on the cross, to suffer and die, for the failures and denials of sinful humankind. He, in mercy, was made to suffer in hell completely for our impurity, so he might offer perfect purity to a world doomed to hell.

The perfect purity of God was placed on us when we were baptized—when God declared us with power to be his child, redeemed by his Son’s cleansing blood. Because the payment for sin was complete in Jesus, we were declared free from sin and holy through faith in Jesus. Because Christ’s work was by grace, there was no need for any effort or piety on our behalf to claim it. The purifying work of God was entirely just that, a work of God done for us by God himself, and placed on us by his redeeming love.
For Job, looking to mankind’s solutions and answers brought only more despair—for mankind cannot solve the problem of eternity. If we look to ourselves, we will find the same thing. It remains the work of God to “purify us from all unrighteousness,” a work that God joyfully and freely carries out through his Word and Sacraments. Every time they are proclaimed, they give credit to God that only he has power to cure our sickness—only he can make us pure. And so we look to “no one” but Jesus as our Savior from sin, and our Help in the present and the future.
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 “For such a time as this!”

Beauty pageants?  180 day parties?  Murder for hire?  In the Bible?

The book of Esther tells us of just such a thing—a beauty pageant that was held in Persia during the reign of Xerxes, in which a young Jewess named Esther became queen of all Persia.  At the same time, the Jews were set aside for destruction at the hands of a merciless advisor to the King, Haman.  In doing so, Haman was setting himself up against the God of heaven, and against God’s plan to send a Savior through these Jews.

By faith, Esther’s uncle Mordecai knew this.  So when Queen Esther quailed at the thought of talking to the King on behalf of the Jews, he pointed out this truth in Esther 4:

"Do not think that because you are in the king's house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father's family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?"

This understanding of the God’s plan and mission could have only come from the words of God himself, written in the Scriptures.  Through this Word, Mordecai came to understand that God’s purpose will always be accomplished.  Paul said the same thing, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, in Romans 8:

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

Through the Bible we discover God’s purpose for our life.  Through it we hear how even our failures work out for our good and for God’s will.  Through it we receive the promise of an eternity in heaven, which he is now preparing for each believer through faith in Jesus.

But for now, we can get glimpses in his Word of the task we have in our homes and workplaces, schools and shops.  And who knows but that we have come to know Him for such a time as this?
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“Time after time”
How does one spend a “quarter of a day” confessing their sins? How does one spend days doing nothing but reading through the Old Testament Scriptures? And how does one fight the daily battle against an evil world, the devil and his followers, and our own sinful self?
These are questions one finds when they read through the book of Nehemiah. In Nehemiah, we hear the exiles rebuilding the wall of Jerusalem, and then taking time to read aloud through all of the books of Moses—all of the Law. This led them to confess their sins and worship God “for a quarter of a day.” And the Word of God led to the following conclusion, in Nehemiah 9:

"You gave them kingdoms and nations, allotting to them even the remotest frontiers. They took over the country of Sihon king of Heshbon and the country of Og king of Bashan. You made their sons as numerous as the stars in the sky, and you brought them into the land that you told their fathers to enter and possess. Their sons went in and took possession of the land. You subdued before them the Canaanites, who lived in the land; you handed the Canaanites over to them, along with their kings and the peoples of the land, to deal with them as they pleased. They captured fortified cities and fertile land; they took possession of houses filled with all kinds of good things, wells already dug, vineyards, olive groves and fruit trees in abundance. They ate to the full and were well-nourished; they reveled in your great goodness. 

"But they were disobedient and rebelled against you; they put your law behind their backs. They killed your prophets, who had admonished them in order to turn them back to you; they committed awful blasphemies. So you handed them over to their enemies, who oppressed them. But when they were oppressed they cried out to you. From heaven you heard them, and in your great compassion you gave them deliverers, who rescued them from the hand of their enemies. 

"But as soon as they were at rest, they again did what was evil in your sight. Then you abandoned them to the hand of their enemies so that they ruled over them. And when they cried out to you again, you heard from heaven, and in your compassion you delivered them time after time. 

The majority of Nehemiah 9 is a litany of the sins of the people—their hard-hearted attitudes towards God, and their sinful back-sliding and evil. Despite the great blessings of God, they “were disobedient and rebelled” against God. They “killed (God’s) prophets, who had admonished them” to return to God. When God sent enemies, they cried out for help; but even that was short-lived, for when “they were at rest, they again did what was evil.” Sin, sin, and more sin—perhaps it is not so difficult to spend a quarter of a day in confession.

Indeed, the more we hear of the Law, the more we are driven to admit that mankind is inherently evil and flawed from birth. The people of God did not respond, did not stay focused on God, and did not remain faithful, because their sin led them astray. Even though God warned them “time after time,” they simply could not do what was right. And neither can we—we who are the spiritual descendents of spiritual Israel. “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” This sin is sufficient to drive an eternal wedge between us and God; this evil is enough to send us eternally into the fires of torment in hell.
It would take an epic event to provide enough cleansing even for one soul—it would need a river of water to wash the stain of sin from even one person’s life. Only the death of God himself could provide the necessary propitiation to cover up the evil of mankind, to pay the mountainous heaps of misdeeds that we have built up by our ongoing, persistent idolatry. Praise be to God that he chose to be just such a sacrifice—that he chose to become human flesh, to live without sin, and to be persecuted and crucified in the place of sinful man! Praise be to God that he, in his wisdom, provided just such “a sudden flow of blood and water” from the side of Jesus, washing away all the sins of the world, and declaring the entire debt of every sin paid for by his goodness! Even as the Law convinces us of our entire and ongoing sin, the Gospel reminds us that Jesus died “once for all when he offered himself.” We need not doubt that the sacrifice was sufficient, for in Jesus’ words “It is finished” we find assurance. We need not wonder if our death will mean hell, for Christ’s resurrection showed his victory over death for us. And we need not fear that our lives are not “good enough” for us to get to heaven—for it is the death of Christ that has set us free—free from doubt, free from wonder, free from fear.

And should we find that our sins try to still trouble us—should we feel those old pangs of guilt arise—we can go back to our baptism, when Christ claimed us as his own and gave us forgiveness of sins eternally. There we can wash our guilty consciences “time after time.” There we can know God’s love every day. There we can trust that we have found a God who will hear, and answer, because of his “great goodness.”
God grant us the understanding to go to his Law, confessing our sins and evil freely. God grant us the faith to turn to Christ for forgiveness and life “time after time.”
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“They built the altar on its foundation…”

Imagine that you were a refugee returning to your home, after being in exile.  You had been away for 70 years, and when you came back, your land was ruined, your towns were occupied, and your churches were in rubble.

What would you do?

In the book of Ezra, we hear about the children of Israel returning from exile in Babylon.  This exile was both a result of their own sin of turning away from God, and a part of God’s plan.   Now, by the grace of God, they were allowed to return, and see the land the Lord had given them again.  They likely felt many conflicting emotions as they came back to the rubble that once was their homeland.

Ezra 3 tells us that the people of God had learned an important lesson in exile—that their relationship with God was the most important priority.  So before they rebuilt the temple, put up walls, or got to know the neighbors, they renewed their relationship with God:

Despite their fear of the peoples around them, they built the altar on its foundation and sacrificed burnt offerings on it to the LORD, both the morning and evening sacrifices.  Then in accordance with what is written, they celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles with the required number of burnt offerings prescribed for each day.  After that, they presented the regular burnt offerings, the New Moon sacrifices and the sacrifices for all the appointed sacred feasts of the LORD, as well as those brought as freewill offerings to the LORD.  On the first day of the seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings to the LORD, though the foundation of the LORD's temple had not yet been laid.

The picture of an altar in a pile of rubble must have been a potent one.  The rubble was a visible reminder of their sin of idolatry.  The altar was a visible symbol of their relationship with God.  Their act of building the altar first testified to their new-found understanding that only God could provide the blessings they eagerly sought—life, prosperity and peace.  By themselves, they would only turn away from God and suffer for their sins.

God calls us also to examine the rubble of our lives, and to see how we have sinned, and suffered for those sins.  This is not an easy task, because it humbles us and forces us to admit our inability to do what God demands.  We, like the nation of Israel, have to admit not only that we have turned away from God, but that we will continue to do so, if left to our own devices.

But God does not leave us to our own devices.  Instead, he sent his son Jesus to become a living altar, the one who comes and finds us, brings us back to God, and keeps us close to him.  He did this by his death on the cross, his resurrection to life, and his ascension to glory.  I Peter 2 testifies to this setting up of a new altar in our hearts:

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says: 
   "See, I lay a stone in Zion, 
      a chosen and precious cornerstone, 
   and the one who trusts in him 
      will never be put to shame."
Now to you who believe, this stone is precious.

God grant us the grace to believe and always value our relationship with Jesus first and foremost!
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“The LORD heard Hezekiah and healed the people.”
There are some who believe that being a Christian involves a certain amount of work—that it requires a certain membership, a certain level of piety. For them, being a child of God is a process of determining the goals, working towards them, and rejoicing in each success. Any step back is seen as a failure, and the prerequisite attitude is one of careful observation of the set rules. Without those rules, there would be chaos.

For such people, the Word of God presents a counter-argument, in 2 Chronicles 30, as good King Hezekiah speaks of the people of Israel who came to celebrate the Passover:

They slaughtered the Passover lamb on the fourteenth day of the second month. The priests and the Levites were ashamed and consecrated themselves and brought burnt offerings to the temple of the LORD. Then they took up their regular positions as prescribed in the Law of Moses the man of God. The priests sprinkled the blood handed to them by the Levites. Since many in the crowd had not consecrated themselves, the Levites had to kill the Passover lambs for all those who were not ceremonially clean and could not consecrate their lambs to the LORD. Although most of the many people who came from Ephraim, Manasseh, Issachar and Zebulun had not purified themselves, yet they ate the Passover, contrary to what was written. But Hezekiah prayed for them, saying, "May the LORD, who is good, pardon everyone who sets his heart on seeking God—the LORD, the God of his fathers—even if he is not clean according to the rules of the sanctuary." And the LORD heard Hezekiah and healed the people.

The people of Israel—the men “from Ephraim, Manasseh, Issachar and Zebulun” who had come to celebrate the Passover, were foreigners, invited to the great celebration by the decree of the King of Judah. They were habitual enemies of the people of Judah, having fought with them over hundreds of years. And they were “not ceremonially clean,” not having observed the laws written in the books of Moses, and therefore unfit to participate or even be in attendance. But nonetheless, they were there, and they “ate the Passover.” It was the prayer of Hezekiah for his enemies, unfit as they were, that God would “pardon everyone who sets his heart on seeking God…even if he is not clean” that God heard, and granted. Hezekiah’s invitation and intervention meant healing for the people.

For people today, also there is a great barrier of “uncleanness” separating us from God—the barrier of sin and evil. This barrier is called a “dividing wall of hostility” and a “yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear.” There is no one living who by nature is clean enough to come before God, who is good enough to even stand in his presence. Rather, our sin has the effect of leading us away from God, of cursing us to flee the awful righteous gaze of a perfect God. In our sin, “the way of peace” is not known to us; in our evil, we have “no fear of God.”
Praise be to God, then, that we have one greater than King Hezekiah who stands in our defense—the God-King, Jesus Christ! He was chosen before time to be the Messiah, the Anointed One who would take on himself the uncleanness of the world and burn in hell for it. Jesus chose to obey his Father’s will, to become the great Passover sacrifice, that we might be declared with power free of sin and forgiven of guilt. As our great high priest, he offered himself in our place to heal us of our disease-ridden life of sin.

Because he was holy, and perfectly obedient, he has power to intervene in our behalf—to declare us holy not because of our good life, but in spite of our evil actions. He has power to call us his children, to bring us to faith in his Gospel message, and to keep us safe in his love. He has power to call out to a world dying of sin through his Word, to “seek and save that which was lost,” to bring together in his body his Holy Church, the fellowship of all believers. Being a God of power, he does not need our man-made rules or organizations; being a God of mercy, he requires no acts of piety or obedience. Rather, he encourages us to come as we are, filthy and downtrodden, and he will provide all that we need in his redemptive act of love. He encourages us to come, today, to the great banquet that is prepared for us; a banquet of his love, a feast of his grace that brings forgiveness of sins and eternal life. For he is indeed our King—the One who loves to heal and save his people.
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“It is not right…”
At times, it is hard to point out another person’s sin. Life can be much easier when I “go-along-to-get-along.” I can avoid anger, harsh words, or rejection if I simply avoid the issue or overlook the sin. This can be especially true when the person to be confronted is powerful or headstrong, as 2 Chronicles 26 describes:

But after Uzziah became powerful, his pride led to his downfall. He was unfaithful to the LORD his God, and entered the temple of the LORD to burn incense on the altar of incense. Azariah the priest with eighty other courageous priests of the LORD followed him in. They confronted him and said, "It is not right for you, Uzziah, to burn incense to the LORD. That is for the priests, the descendants of Aaron, who have been consecrated to burn incense. Leave the sanctuary, for you have been unfaithful; and you will not be honored by the LORD God." 

Uzziah, who had a censer in his hand ready to burn incense, became angry. While he was raging at the priests in their presence before the incense altar in the LORD's temple, leprosy broke out on his forehead. When Azariah the chief priest and all the other priests looked at him, they saw that he had leprosy on his forehead, so they hurried him out. Indeed, he himself was eager to leave, because the LORD had afflicted him. 

King Uzziah was a “powerful” king, who had led Israel well. But his “pride led to his downfall.” In his hubris, he “entered the temple of the LORD to burn incense”—a sin that had caused others before him to experience the wrath of God (Nadab and Abihu). It was Azariah the priest and “eighty other courageous priests of the LORD” who told the Uzziah that “it is not right for you…to burn incense to the LORD.” They warned him of his sin, and told him to “leave the sanctuary.” When he “became angry” and was raged at the priests, “leprosy broke out on his forehead.” Then he knew his sin, for the visible disease had confirmed the invisible disease the priests had warned him about.

Because sin is all around us, it is easy for us to begin to ignore it or simply call it “human nature.” Because sin is by nature blinding, it is simple for us to start to treat the sins of others as more important than ours, or to minimize or even deny the evil that festers within us. Because “every inclination of the heart is evil from childhood,” it is natural for us to want to ignore evil deeds, or to become angry if another points out our sin. By nature, we have the same spiritual disease as King Uzziah. We may deny that point, modify its truth, or try to rationalize it, but none of that will help us when confronted with God on that last and final day. On that day, we will hear and know the truth that “there is nothing good in us, that is, in our sinful nature.” On that day, we will have to admit our spiritual leprosy and the eternal death we have earned for ourselves, day by day, minute by minute.
It is a measure of the love of God that he did not hide, deny, or minimize the awful extent of our sin. Rather, in mercy he took all our guilt and placed it on the back of his only Son, Jesus Christ, making him out to be the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Even though the Messiah was by nature perfect, he bore on his holy soul all the trespasses we have committed—he suffered the torture of hell in our place, so we might not have to die eternally. Jesus was the “courageous one” who was “made sin” for all that was “not right” within us.

God placed this salvation upon us when we were baptized, for the forgiveness of sins. This washing with “water and the Word” applied the solvent blood of Christ to us, taking away the power and stain of sin, and declaring us by grace to be children of God. Even though we are born in sin, and continue to sin, God in his mercy proclaims those sins pardoned, and so arranges even our evil that it cannot harm us or our eternal souls. He continues to give us his Word and Sacraments, to keep us in that faith, to remind us of “this great salvation,” and to encourage us to “fix our thoughts on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith.”

When we confess our sins, in Christ, we confess that we cannot save ourselves, but that we need Christ to be our Savior. We declare with Azariah that what we do “is not right,” but that in Christ, God has made it right by his redemption. We acknowledge that only God is holy, and only he is worthy of praise. We remind ourselves to watch out, because we are in our nature so weak and prone to stray. And we help each other to know and believe that in Christ God has done all good things, for is the giver of “every good and perfect gift.”

As hard as it is to point out the sins of others, it is that much harder for us to point out our own sins. In Christ, we gain the wisdom to God to call ourselves “the chief of sinners,” but to trust that Christ will “rescue me from this body of death,” for only Jesus is always right.
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“The LORD has chosen you”
Would you believe that I have never won a single prize contest in my entire life? Well, that’s not precisely true…I did once win a drawing at a bookstore, for a gift certificate, but I had left the store about 15 minutes before to go to a meeting, so they drew an alternate winner. So I won, but didn’t get anything from it. Otherwise, I am winless in many, many attempts. I simply have not been chosen.

David might have experienced some angst for not being chosen, as well. He had wanted to build a temple to the LORD, a “temple of great magnificence and fame and splendor.” But God had other ideas—God chose his son, Solomon, to build the temple. David’s words to his people and his son on this choosing are found in I Chronicles 28:

(God) said to me: 'Solomon your son is the one who will build my house and my courts, for I have chosen him to be my son, and I will be his father. I will establish his kingdom forever if he is unswerving in carrying out my commands and laws, as is being done at this time.' 

"So now I charge you in the sight of all Israel and of the assembly of the LORD, and in the hearing of our God: Be careful to follow all the commands of the LORD your God, that you may possess this good land and pass it on as an inheritance to your descendants forever. 

"And you, my son Solomon, acknowledge the God of your father, and serve him with wholehearted devotion and with a willing mind, for the LORD searches every heart and understands every motive behind the thoughts. If you seek him, he will be found by you; but if you forsake him, he will reject you forever. Consider now, for the LORD has chosen you to build a temple as a sanctuary. Be strong and do the work." 

David’s words of warning for his son were apt—it was God who had “chosen him” to be his “son” and to build his house. It was God who had given commands to be followed, who had provided “this good land” and the riches to build with, and it was God who would search “every heart” and who would understand “every motive behind the thoughts.” For that reason, David encouraged the people, and especially Solomon, to “acknowledge the God of your father, and to serve him with wholehearted devotion and with a willing mind.” Because of God’s choice, Solomon was to “be strong and do the work.”
But God’s most important choice was not Solomon—his most important choice was his choice of his own Son as a Savior for this world. For when Solomon failed to do all that God demanded—when he found that he could not serve God ”with wholehearted devotion and with a willing mind,” he needed a Savior who would take away his sins by carrying his iniquities and punishments. And when we discover the same thing, we also find a need for a Messiah who can step between God and us, and justify us in spite of our evil.

Jesus is just such a choice, for he is the sinless Son of God who came to be made human. He was chosen from eternity to bear upon his holy soul the entire rejection of God towards sinful man. He was confirmed as the choice who would intercede to God on mankind’s behalf, and would suffer and die so that we might be declared with power to be holy in God’s sight. By choosing Jesus, the Father made his most precious Son take our place, so we might not have to die under God’s wrath eternally.

In baptism, God then chose you to be one on whom this promise was placed—he chose you to be the recipient of this grace, through the gift of faith. This choice was also made before eternity, long before you had done “anything good or bad,” and it was given to you by the work of the Holy Spirit. This choice made you an “heir of God and co-heir with Christ,” as you grow in faith and knowledge of him. This selection continues to bless you, to encourage you, to strengthen you, and to wash away your guilt and fear in the blood of the lamb. God’s choice has power to make you strong and confident to do the work of God that he has “prepared in advance” for you to do.
So, child of God, consider now—God has chosen you! Be strong and do the work!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 8-10-07 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.

“He set fire to the temple of the LORD”
Some days stand out as memorably bad. 9/11 fills that role for people of this generation, just as the assassination of President Kennedy, the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and the assassination of President Lincoln were memorably bad for successive past generations. And one wonders if the same feelings of despair and sorrow didn’t hit the people of Israel on the day Solomon’s Temple was destroyed, the day spoken of in 2 Kings 25:

On the seventh day of the fifth month, in the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, Nebuzaradan commander of the imperial guard, an official of the king of Babylon, came to Jerusalem. He set fire to the temple of the LORD, the royal palace and all the houses of Jerusalem. Every important building he burned down. The whole Babylonian army, under the commander of the imperial guard, broke down the walls around Jerusalem. Nebuzaradan the commander of the guard carried into exile the people who remained in the city, along with the rest of the populace and those who had gone over to the king of Babylon. But the commander left behind some of the poorest people of the land to work the vineyards and fields. 

The Babylonians broke up the bronze pillars, the movable stands and the bronze Sea that were at the temple of the LORD and they carried the bronze to Babylon. They also took away the pots, shovels, wick trimmers, dishes and all the bronze articles used in the temple service. The commander of the imperial guard took away the censers and sprinkling bowls—all that were made of pure gold or silver. 

This day was a day similar to one spoken earlier by King Hezekiah, “a day of distress and rebuke and disgrace,” for it was a day when the “temple of the LORD” was burned down, and the walls around Jerusalem were broken. All of the “people who remained in the city” were “carried into exile” far away, and the treasures of the Temple—“all the bronze articles” and the “censers and sprinkling bowls” made of “pure gold and silver”—were taken away to the treasury of the King of Babylon. What terror the people must have felt, being stripped of all that they had relied upon! Where would they now find help?

In another sense, however, this “day of destruction” should not have come as too much of a shock, for when their forefathers entered the land God told them that he would destroy them if they strayed from him, and worshipped other gods. And they did stray, “like sheep without a shepherd.” 2 Kings 17 tells us that they “followed worthless idols and themselves became worthless.” By definition, no one should have any problem throwing away any object that is “worthless.” So, why this great surprise?

We might ask ourselves this same question, for we too, by nature, stray from the truth of God’s Word and instead follow other gods, gods made by ourselves. Although we know the righteous decrees of God that any who do wrong deserve death, we still do not follow God’s perfect commands, but rather sin and prostitute ourselves to worthless pursuits and evil enterprises. It is only the blindness of sin that tries to convince us that God does not know or care about our sin, or that somehow we alone will escape “the coming wrath” of a last day of perfect judgment. But such self-deception will not last when all things are unmade, when the fire of God both reveals and condemns all the sins of all mankind.
Where then shall we go to escape this certain coming wrath? The old temple of God was destroyed, but in love God has built a new temple, his only Son, the Christ. In mercy he sent Jesus into the world to take upon himself the just punishment that our sins and blindness deserved. Jesus came to be destroyed in our place; to purchase us not with gold or silver, but with his innocent blood. And having borne on his innocent soul the entire damnation for idolatry and prostitution of the world, he rose again to build a new temple, a perfect body that is immune to destruction, or death, or sin, or the fires of hell. This new temple is his body, and through faith, we are part of it, for we find refuge for our souls within the forgiveness offered through his Gospel message. In Him our sinful natures have been crucified, and their power over us is broken. In Him the judgment for sin has found satisfaction. In Him we have peace, for “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”

Cities may fall, and church buildings be destroyed, as history unfolds. Nations may be conquered and sent into exile. Our bodies may suffer and perish as they await the final throes of his dying world. But none of these things can take away from us the certainty of a perfect life and glorious resurrection that is ours in Christ Jesus, because by his act of setting his own temple, his perfect body, afire with the flames of hell, he has freed us from eternal damnation forever.
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“They will eat and have some left over.”
Among the miracles of Jesus, the feeding of the four thousand and the feeding of the five thousand stand out as exemplary. When the people who were there experienced the power of God, they were led to “try and make (Jesus) king by force.” But these miraculous multiplications of food were not the first examples of such providence in the Bible—the first is found in II Kings 4, when Elijah fed a hundred people:
A man came from Baal Shalishah, bringing the man of God twenty loaves of barley bread baked from the first ripe grain, along with some heads of new grain. "Give it to the people to eat," Elisha said. 

"How can I set this before a hundred men?" his servant asked. 
      But Elisha answered, "Give it to the people to eat. For this is what the LORD says: 'They will eat and have some left over.' " Then he set it before them, and they ate and had some left over, according to the word of the LORD.

The feeding of a hundred has some commonalities with the two miracles of Jesus—in each case, a small amount (here, twenty loaves of bread) was set before a large number of people (a hundred, in this case). In each case there was some expressed concern about the process (“How can I set this before a hundred men?”) and in each case the doubter was pointed back to the providence of God, who said, “They will eat and have some left over.” And in each case the miracle was provided by “the word of the LORD.” God gave the power to feed the hunger, through his Word.

This type of miracle still occurs today, and not just at the supper table. Despite the throngs of doubters and nay-sayers, God still feeds his people “spiritual manna” in large quantities, to satisfy their hunger and to give them life. And there is still food enough to completely satisfy, with “some left over,” as Jesus testifies in John 6:
Jesus said to them, "I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me, and I in him. Just as the living Father sent me and I live because of the Father, so the one who feeds on me will live because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven. Your forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will live forever."

The “real food” of God is the flesh and blood of Jesus, the true Son of God made flesh. When he came into this world, he came to be the “radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being,” the perfection of the eternal God in the shape of a servant. When he was born, he “came down from heaven” to be the One who gives life. When he died, he provided this life as a substitute for a world dying of spiritual hunger. When he rose, he proved that he has power to give life to anyone “who feeds” on him. Indeed, to feed “on this bread” is to “live forever.”

In the waters of baptism, in the bread and wine of Communion, and in the preaching of the Word, the miracle of Jesus’ life and death are distributed freely to mankind, without cost, and in abundance. Although our sins are many and grievous, each of them finds complete satisfaction in the death and resurrection of the Christ. His grace is sufficient for each of us, and for all of us; in this Word we can feed and “have some left over.” There will always be some who deny this truth, who wonder how such a thing is possible; in spite of their sin, God spreads his arms in invitation to the world and says, “Come to me and satisfy yourself, and see the grace of God. For there is still room for you, regardless of your sin or your guilt. Just come, do come!”
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“evil”
Quick—think of an evil person. Who do you have in mind?

Different polls in the recent past on “evil” have come back with common historical names—Adolf Hitler, Josef Stalin, Saddam Hussein. Some have political slants, including both of the most recent presidents showing up on a Top Ten List. Or perhaps your own list includes a person you know who just didn’t treat you very well. But would you list Solomon, the great King of Israel, as evil? God does, and gives the reason, in I Kings 11:

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. He followed Ashtoreth the goddess of the Sidonians, and Molech, the detestable god of the Ammonites. So Solomon did evil in the eyes of the LORD; he did not follow the LORD completely, as David his father had done. 

On a hill east of Jerusalem, Solomon built a high place for Chemosh the detestable god of Moab, and for Molech the detestable god of the Ammonites. He did the same for all his foreign wives, who burned incense and offered sacrifices to their gods. 

The LORD became angry with Solomon because his heart had turned away from the LORD, the God of Israel, who had appeared to him twice. Although he had forbidden Solomon to follow other gods, Solomon did not keep the LORD's command.

The “evil” described in Solomon was based on his willingness to break from his father’s teaching, to “not follow the LORD completely.” Instead of continuing to obey the LORD his God, he “burned incense and offered sacrifices to” the gods of his foreign wives. In doing so, his “heart had turned away from the LORD,” and this led the LORD to be angry with him. As the saying of King David, Solomon’s father, goes, “from evildoers come evil deeds.”
This description of Solomon as “evil” should give us pause, for we do not have the wisdom from God given to Solomon, nor have we seen God face to face. Rather, we share with Solomon a sinful nature which constantly turns from God, and which constantly seeks to justify that turning as “only natural.” Indeed, we might try to rationalize our good efforts or pious acts, until we recall that God demands that we “serve him only.” Solomon followed other gods, and was declared evil; can we claim to be any less evil if we chase after money, or popularity, or pleasures, or success, even for a moment? Perhaps, if we had more wisdom, we would have placed ourselves first and foremost on a list of “evil people.”

But praise be to God that he does not leave us in our evil! Rather, in his tremendous mercy he chose to become a man and live among us as one “greater than Solomon.” He took human flesh as a servant, obeyed the law perfectly, and then took our place in hell, suffering for our incomplete love for God and our entire evil life and nature. Because we have not kept God’s commands, he made himself to be the complete sacrifice for sin, to free us from the torment we deserved for our evil.

In doing so, Christ took upon himself the title of “evil” in the eyes of both mankind and God—he placed himself first of the list of “transgressors” by dying for the sins of Adolf Hitler, Josef Stalin, Saddam Hussein, you and me. And because he was the perfect Son of God, that payment was sufficient to declare all sins paid for, all evil atoned for, in his shed blood.
It is the great mystery of God’s saving work that the death of a man two thousand years ago should so change our status before God—that God should be declare us his redeemed because of this God-man’s death. This great mystery is given to us in water and the Word, as a free gift, only by mercy. But in another sense, the very fact of our evil makes it so necessary that this mystery should be a gift, for if salvation were dependent upon us, we would fail just as surely as Solomon failed. As beggars for eternal life, then, we can come with trembling and confidence to the throne of God, and there hear again and again the message of our evil, and Christ’s payment for that evil, which makes us holy. We can ponder our own weakness and Christ’s strength. And we can begin that thankful song that we will sing eternally in heaven one day, as we declare the praises of him who became evil, so we have our names written in “the book of life,” as God’s holy and beloved children.
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“Show yourself a man”

“Are you a man or a mouse?”  roared the father, frustrated by his son’s whimpering and moaning over an injury.  “Be a man!”

Often, when we seek to define masculine roles, we tend to use terms that tend towards stoicism, athleticism, or self-sufficiency.  But by default, such a definition may leave out many, many things.  God’s Word helps fill in the gaps with surprising definitions.  One such example is found in 1 Kings 2, where the elderly King David has some final words for his son, Solomon:

    When the time drew near for David to die, he gave a charge to Solomon his son. 

    "I am about to go the way of all the earth," he said. "So be strong, show yourself a man, and observe what the LORD your God requires: Walk in his ways, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements, as written in the Law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all you do and wherever you go, and that the LORD may keep his promise to me: 'If your descendants watch how they live, and if they walk faithfully before me with all their heart and soul, you will never fail to have a man on the throne of Israel.' 

According to David, to “show yourself a man” means to hear, observe, and follow the ways of God.  This was the key to both his personal relationship with God and the continuation of his line as King.  Knowledge of God made a man.

But along with that knowledge of God would come a knowledge of failure.  For history tells us the Solomon did not “walk in God’s ways,” but rather “his heart was not fully devoted to the LORD his God.” (I Kings 11).  He failed to “show himself the man” his father David had encouraged him to be.  In that way he followed the path of his forefather Adam, and every sinful human since then.

We, too, would have to admit our sinful tendency both to define success our way, and to walk in our own paths.  As sons of Adam, we too have turned from God and sought our own paths.  We too have failed to hear the Word of God as well as we could have, have failed to observe his laws perfectly, and have not followed God’s righteous decrees.  For all this, we deserve an eternity in hell, suffering for our sins and rebellion.

In love, however, God did the unthinkable—he sent the Son of God into this world to be the “Son of Man.”  He came to show himself a perfect man, always hearing, observing and following his heavenly Father.  And then to fulfill his role in the plan of salvation, he died in humiliation on the cross for all of our transgressions.  He became the “one man” whose work bought peace, joy and true obedience to the world.

The “man of God” today still understands and appreciates the words of King David—that our definition of success rests on the work of God in Jesus Christ.  May we always show ourselves to be such men—even if we are women!
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“a plague”

AIDS. Avian flu. Ebola. SARS.
The news recently has been filled with concerns about present and possible diseases, and how they start and spread. Worst-case scenarios speak of a world-wide disaster that may claim thousands or millions of lives. One can’t help but think of the Black Death that ravaged Europe in the 1300’s, killing one out of every four people. What can be done to prevent it? And once it begins, what could be done to stop it? (more at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pandemic)
2 Samuel 24 points out the cause of one plague, the intervention, and the lesson to be learned:

So the LORD sent a plague on Israel from that morning until the end of the time designated, and seventy thousand of the people from Dan to Beersheba died. When the angel stretched out his hand to destroy Jerusalem, the LORD was grieved because of the calamity and said to the angel who was afflicting the people, "Enough! Withdraw your hand." The angel of the LORD was then at the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite. 
When David saw the angel who was striking down the people, he said to the LORD, "I am the one who has sinned and done wrong. These are but sheep. What have they done? Let your hand fall upon me and my family."
The cause of the plague on Israel mentioned in 2 Samuel 24 is the sin of David in counting the fighting men, an act forbidden by God. The effect was that “seventy thousand of the people” in Israel died. Even Jerusalem was in danger of destruction from “the angel” whose job was to execute the wrath of God. Only when the angel reached the threshing floor of Aruanah the Jebusite (later the site of the temple) did the angel cease the destructive plague.

There is a plague upon our land, as well, and it is caused by sin. It is caused by apathy towards God and his Word, and it inevitably leads to eternal death in hell. It is insidious, because by nature it hides itself. It is progressive, because the further it spreads, the more it destroys and separates from God. It is highly contagious, and universally present. And it is totally resistant to any human cure or treatment.

Fortunately for us, “the sick,” God chose in love to send a “physician,” Jesus Christ. Because God was grieved at the way sin was “afflicting the people,” he selected his Son to come into the world and to bear in his body all the sickness and evil of every human being. Jesus willingly chose to “be sin for us” when he suffered hell on the cross, surrounded by enemies who he loved. He chose to bear on his righteous soul the taint of evil, so we might be set free from the curse that mankind deserved for its habitual, hidden, deadly disease of disobedience. In doing so, Christ echoed the words of his forefather David by asking his heavenly Father to consider him as “the one who had sinned;” by telling the LORD to “let your hand fall upon” this Redeemer as the one atonement for sin.

When we were washed with water and the Word in baptism, the cure of Christ’s blood was applied to our sick soul, and we were declared healed by his sacrifice. In healing us, he set us free from bondage to sin—free to serve, free to love, free to obey, and free to thank. In His Law and Gospel, the Holy Spirit reminds us of the insidious plague still raging in our world, of the souls dying around us, of our rescue and cure, and of his plan of salvation for the entire world. Can those who, having been sick to death, but who now have full health, hide their joy and thankfulness at their cure? Or rather do they not instead rejoice “in all things,” knowing that they are alive because of and for Christ? For now, the plague rages on, and the cure is at hand. May we be bold to share both the truth of this disease of sin, and the cure found only in the living Son of God, our Savior!
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“I will worship the LORD”
If you went to church this past Sunday, and you feel pretty good about that, you may want to stop reading, right now. You may not like what I have to say next.

The book of Jeremiah reminds us that “the heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.” (Jeremiah 17). So it should not surprise us to see an example of “deceitful worship” in the words of Absalom, found in 2 Samuel 15:

In the course of time, Absalom provided himself with a chariot and horses and with fifty men to run ahead of him. He would get up early and stand by the side of the road leading to the city gate. Whenever anyone came with a complaint to be placed before the king for a decision, Absalom would call out to him, "What town are you from?" He would answer, "Your servant is from one of the tribes of Israel." Then Absalom would say to him, "Look, your claims are valid and proper, but there is no representative of the king to hear you." And Absalom would add, "If only I were appointed judge in the land! Then everyone who has a complaint or case could come to me and I would see that he gets justice." 

Also, whenever anyone approached him to bow down before him, Absalom would reach out his hand, take hold of him and kiss him. Absalom behaved in this way toward all the Israelites who came to the king asking for justice, and so he stole the hearts of the men of Israel. 

At the end of four years, Absalom said to the king, "Let me go to Hebron and fulfill a vow I made to the LORD. While your servant was living at Geshur in Aram, I made this vow: 'If the LORD takes me back to Jerusalem, I will worship the LORD in Hebron.' " 

Absalom is an example of the insincere worshipper, one who uses God to achieve his own ends. In this case, he used the excuse that he would worship the LORD to prepare and implement a plot against his father, David, the rightful and anointed king of Israel. “Let me go to Hebron and fulfill a vow…I will worship the LORD in Hebron.” But even while his mouth was asking permission to worship God, his mind was planning to betray his father, and murder him if possible. Indeed, Absalom’s heart was “beyond cure.”

But I am also a perfect example of an insincere worshipper, for I must admit that I too have used God to achieve my own ends. I have used my worship time to elevate myself, to make myself look good, and to think about my will and ways. I have also thought evil while at church, and listened only incompletely and inattentively to the Word that was spoken there. Like Absalom, my heart is “beyond cure.”

And so it yours, for you share the same sinful nature as Absalom and I do. In fact, there is no one living who does not mix their worship of God with sin, for there is “no one righteous, not even one. There is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.” (Romans 3) The very nature of our sin is to twist and warp even the time at church, to make it a worship of man and his accomplishments, and in particular a worship of me and my piety and my goodness. But all such worship is called “the sacrifice of fools” (Ecclesiastes 5) and leads us only to a well-deserved eternity in hell.
It was because we are “beyond cure” that God had to provide a Savior from sin, one who was born without sin and always listened to, followed, and worshipped his Father with perfect love and piety. Only in the person of Jesus Christ was the law able to find absolute fulfillment. Even as a child, he understood the right way to worship God, and he followed it immaculately. And then he did the unthinkable, obeying his Father’s will even to the point of suffering hell for distracted and selfish humans, enduring the torments of separation from his Father for our sake, and in our place. In Christ, we see the perfect “Lamb of God” who declared the promises of God to be more important even than his own eternal welfare. In Christ, God provided the cure for our deceitful heart.

And so it is not our love for God that moves us to come, warts and all, to worship God in church—it is his love for us, shown to us in Christ Jesus, and proclaimed through his Word and Sacraments. It is not our clean mind and pure heart that we bring, but only a corrupted heart and deceitful mind that has been declared innocent and holy in the blood of that Lamb. It is not for us that we go to church, but it is because Christ was made flesh and died in our place that “Christ’s love compels us.” For the child of God, there is no debate about worship of God—if there is a church service, faith moves me to want to be there, to show that “worthy is the Lamb.” If there is not, faith cries out, “I will worship the LORD!” in all I do, at all times, and in all places, as a loving but incomplete response to a Redeemer whose love is complete and sufficient for me.
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“How can the ark of the Lord ever come to me?”

David had a problem—he could not bring back the Ark of the Covenant to his chosen location, the city of Jerusalem. This problem led to fear, and anger, and frustration. But David’s real problem was not his inability to move the ark, but rather a lack of understanding, as 2 Samuel 6 testifies:

David again brought together out of Israel chosen men, thirty thousand in all. He and all his men set out from Baalah of Judah to bring up from there the ark of God, which is called by the Name, the name of the LORD Almighty, who is enthroned between the cherubim that are on the ark. They set the ark of God on a new cart and brought it from the house of Abinadab, which was on the hill. Uzzah and Ahio, sons of Abinadab, were guiding the new cart with the ark of God on it, and Ahio was walking in front of it. David and the whole house of Israel were celebrating with all their might before the LORD, with songs and with harps, lyres, tambourines, sistrums and cymbals. 

When they came to the threshing floor of Nacon, Uzzah reached out and took hold of the ark of God, because the oxen stumbled. The LORD's anger burned against Uzzah because of his irreverent act; therefore God struck him down and he died there beside the ark of God. 

Then David was angry because the LORD's wrath had broken out against Uzzah, and to this day that place is called Perez Uzzah. 

David was afraid of the LORD that day and said, "How can the ark of the LORD ever come to me?"

Manpower was not a problem, for David had brought “chosen men, thirty thousand in all.” Direction was not a problem, as they were “guiding the new cart with the ark of God,” Enthusiasm was not a problem, as the people “were celebrating with all their might before the LORD.” So why did Uzzah have to die? Why did David grow angry and fear the LORD?

David’s first attempt to carry the ark failed because he had not inquired of the clear words of God, in Exodus 25, that the ark was to be carried by the Levites, not placed on a cart. While this may seem a minor point, it points to the truism that God only comes to man as he chooses, in his own prescribed way. For David, to learn the “ways of God” was to learn how to have the ark come to him, and to escape from his anger and fear.

Chances are, we do not have an ark to transport, but the question of how God comes to us is an eternal one. In the hospital, alone at home, or in great danger or distress, we might also ask, “How can the LORD ever come to me?” We might try focusing on him, or praying harder, or trying to live a life worthy of his presence. But all such efforts will fail, as David’s failed, for they are sinful deeds done by sinful people, and as such are repulsive to a holy and righteous God. Rather than experimenting with our souls, we can know for sure how God comes to us, by heeding what he says.

For in the Scriptures we hear that God came to us in human form, in the person of Jesus Christ. He appeared “when the time had fully come,” in answer to the heartfelt prayers and longings of Old Testament Christians, and in obedience to God’s eternal plan of salvation. He came to be both fully God and fully man—to be perfect enough in his life to satisfy God’s demands for righteousness, as well as to be mortal enough to suffer hell and die for the sins of mankind. At the cross of Christ we see God’s answer to our longing for God to come to us. At Calvary we see how God was pleased to be “Immanuel,” or “God with us.”

These same Scriptures testify that it is only through them that the salvation earned by Jesus Christ can be applied to us; it is only through the Word of God that we can be declared righteous for the sake of our Savior. When we were baptized, we were baptized into that promise, through the power of that Word. On that day God came to us just as he promised—in power, in grace, bringing the forgiveness of sins and applying it to sinful people such as you and me.

God is not pleased to come to us through any other means, other than these means of grace. If we seek for a different means to “experience God,” we will fail, and fall, and suffer eternal death. No other means is needed, for the Word of God is completely sufficient to teach us all God would have us know, and to bring us and keep us in the Christian faith until we die. By the work of the Holy Spirit, we can believe and testify that God did come to this world, in flesh, to suffer and die; in baptism I can trust that his coming means peace and forgiveness from sin for me.
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