“Listen”
In America, we have freedom of speech, protected by the First Amendment to the Constitution. We can say freely what we believe. This is a precious heritage guaranteed to us by the Founding Fathers. But do we also therefore have the right to listen to whatever we want?

This question was addressed for the Old Testament Jews in Deuteronomy 18:

The nations you will dispossess listen to those who practice sorcery or divination. But as for you, the LORD your God has not permitted you to do so. The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him. For this is what you asked of the LORD your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly when you said, "Let us not hear the voice of the LORD our God nor see this great fire anymore, or we will die." 

The LORD said to me: "What they say is good. I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him. If anyone does not listen to my words that the prophet speaks in my name, I myself will call him to account. But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to death." 
For the Old Testament Jews, there was to be only one person whom they were to listen to—“a prophet like me from among your own brothers.” This prophet would speak the very words of God to the Jews, for God said, “I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him.” To not listen to this prophet was to invite God’s wrath. They would know this prophet when what he proclaimed came true. But any prophet who did not speak “in God’s name” or from other gods was to “be put to death.” There was no freedom of listening in Old Testament Israel.

Nor is there freedom of listening in the world today, for the First Commandment requires that you “love the Lord” with “all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind.” In the perfect obedience to this commandment, there is no room for wandering after new and different teachings, nor is there opportunity to listen to false prophets or teachers. The prophet is the one who should occupy each person’s attention. Only the prophet deserves to have the people listen to him.
Even a cursory glance at our own lives will show us many times we have indeed listened to and followed those who do not speak God’s Word to us. For which of us can say that we have indeed followed God’s righteous command perfectly, even for a day or an hour? Who can say that they have only listened to God? Who can say that they have always been perfectly attentive only to one true prophet?

For this reason, then, God sent his Son Jesus into the world to fulfill the prophecy of Moses—to be The Prophet who would speak only and always the words of God. He never once misspoke, nor did he ever fail to honor and listen to his heavenly Father. He came to teach the people the true way to God; he came to preach “everything” mankind needed to know. Unfortunately, mankind didn’t care to listen to Jesus, so they doubted him, mocked him, tested him, betrayed him, arrested him, beat him, and finally led him away to “crucify him.” Rather than killing the false prophet, they tried to kill the true Prophet of God, the “Word made flesh.”

But even this action only proved the validity of Jesus, The Prophet, for he had come to this world for the very purpose of dying. He had predicted his death at the hands of “sinful men,” and had promised that through his death all sin would be paid for. And on the cross, after suffering an eternity of hell for all mankind, he gave up his life to fulfill the promises of his Father and the words of Scripture.
Peter understood this fact—that the Prophet had to die. At the first Pentecost he proclaimed the fulfillment of the prophecy for the sins of mankind, in Acts 3:

"Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders. But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would suffer. Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you—even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets. For Moses said, 'The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own people; you must listen to everything he tells you. Anyone who does not listen to him will be completely cut off from among his people.' 

For the tempted child of God, who knows his wayward ears and betraying thoughts, there is no greater comfort than to hear the words of God, that “sins may be wiped out.” For the forgiven child of God, who has been declared righteous in the blood of the Lamb, there is no sweeter command than to “listen to everything he tells you.” For the expectant child of God, who groans under the ongoing burden of sin, there is no greater promise than “he must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything.” On that last day, we will be free to listen only to God, perfectly, forever! Until that day, may God guide our listening and thinking, so that we listen only to “The Prophet!”
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“Your joy will be complete”
“Well, did you get everything you wanted for Christmas?” (long pause)

I suppose the answer to that question might depend upon your expectations. If you went into the Christmas season expecting a wide variety of wonderful presents, and didn’t get them all, you might say “no.” If you expected only a few rotten potatoes, then you might well have been very happy with the gifts you received (unless they WERE just a few rotten potatoes!) As the old saying goes, the optimist is never pleasantly surprised.

But how about “gifts” from God—did you get everything from God that you wanted? Once again, the answer to that might be dependent upon your perspective. God gives an Old Testament glimpse of complete joy—of utter satisfaction—in Deuteronomy 16:

You must not sacrifice the Passover in any town the LORD your God gives you except in the place he will choose as a dwelling for his Name. There you must sacrifice the Passover in the evening, when the sun goes down, on the anniversary of your departure from Egypt. Roast it and eat it at the place the LORD your God will choose. Then in the morning return to your tents. For six days eat unleavened bread and on the seventh day hold an assembly to the LORD your God and do no work. 

Count off seven weeks from the time you begin to put the sickle to the standing grain. Then celebrate the Feast of Weeks to the LORD your God by giving a freewill offering in proportion to the blessings the LORD your God has given you. And rejoice before the LORD your God at the place he will choose as a dwelling for his Name—you, your sons and daughters, your menservants and maidservants, the Levites in your towns, and the aliens, the fatherless and the widows living among you. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt, and follow carefully these decrees. 

Celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles for seven days after you have gathered the produce of your threshing floor and your winepress. Be joyful at your Feast—you, your sons and daughters, your menservants and maidservants, and the Levites, the aliens, the fatherless and the widows who live in your towns. For seven days celebrate the Feast to the LORD your God at the place the LORD will choose. For the LORD your God will bless you in all your harvest and in all the work of your hands, and your joy will be complete.
For the Old Testament Jews, “complete joy” was found in the celebration of three annual festivals:  the Passover, which reminded the people that they were “slaves in Egypt,” and of God’s powerful and gracious delivery through the water of the Red Sea; the Feast of Weeks, which was a harvest festival similar to our Thanksgiving, in which the people thanked God through a “freewill offering in proportion to the blessings” of God; and the Feast of Tabernacles, a seven-day closing to the harvest season in which the people were to live in tents, reminding them of the time of their wandering in the desert and God’s gracious act of bringing them into the Promised Land. If they followed these festivals, following God’s command to “be joyful at your feast”—then their “joy would be complete.” 

But why? Can eating and drinking create joy? Not so much—mainly they tend to create fat, and perhaps heartburn. Was their joy found in the people around them? Again, likely not, for the people were the same ones who were there without the festivals—their “sons and daughters,” their “menservants and maidservants,” and the “Levites, the aliens, the fatherless and the widows living among you.” Along with these people went sinful problems, not joy, for mankind is sinful and creates strife and difficulty wherever he goes. So what was the source of their joy?

The source of their joy in their holiday season was the same source of joy in our holiday season—the joy of knowing that God had a plan to bring them peace and forgiveness through a Savior from sin. Just as the Old Testament Israelites celebrated a God who delivered them from bondage in Egypt into a physical promised land; even so they looked forward to a Savior from sin, the Son of God who would come to rescue them from slavery to sin and bring them into the new paradise of heaven. While they waited, they acknowledged that they were “living in tents” on this earth, far from their permanent home. Their joy was made complete in the promise of a coming Savior.

For believers living in a New Testament life, our joy is complete in the knowledge that God has kept his promise. He did all that he said he would when Jesus was born among men, lived without flaw, and died a vicarious death on the cross. When he rose from the dead by his almighty power, he proved that he had broken the power of the “gods of this world” and opened the way into paradise. When he ascended into heaven, he went to prepare a place for his children with the Father, a new “promised land” of peace and perfect joy.
Chances are, if you were looking for joy amidst the presents and bustle and decorations and parties this Christmas season, you were sorely disappointed. But if you were again looking for a Savior from sin, and if in the Christmas season you were reminded of your own shortcomings and his perfect answer to that need, then you received all that is necessary for this life and for the next. For in the Word of God we receive a regular reminder of our Savior’s redemption, and in him we find that our “joy will be complete.”
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“do not add… and do not subtract”
It’s Christmas vacation, and the kids are taking a break from school work. Perhaps the above words could be a child’s vacation motto—“no school work right now!” But in actuality, they are part of the words that God gave to his children through Moses, found in Deuteronomy 4:

Hear now, O Israel, the decrees and laws I am about to teach you. Follow them so that you may live and may go in and take possession of the land that the LORD, the God of your fathers, is giving you. Do not add to what I command you and do not subtract from it, but keep the commands of the LORD your God that I give you. 

You saw with your own eyes what the LORD did at Baal Peor. The LORD your God destroyed from among you everyone who followed the Baal of Peor, but all of you who held fast to the LORD your God are still alive today. 

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the LORD my God commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession of it. Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, "Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people." What other nation is so great as to have their gods near them the way the LORD our God is near us whenever we pray to him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today? 

Only be careful, and watch yourselves closely so that you do not forget the things your eyes have seen or let them slip from your heart as long as you live. Teach them to your children and to their children after them.

Israel was to be careful to follow the commands of the Lord, given through his decrees. The people were not to “add to what I command you” and not to “subtract from it,” but were to “observe them carefully,” They were to “watch themselves closely” so that they did not “forget the things your eyes have seen, and they were to “teach them to their children.” Then they would keep God’s Word secure, and enjoy the good land God had given them.
This same advice is valuable for us today, for we also have Ten Commandments that perfectly sum up the will of God. These, too, we are to keep as our own, teach to our children, and not “add or subtract” from them. If we do this, we will “show our wisdom and understanding.” Unfortunately, it is altogether too easy to make up new rules of living that suit our needs—to add “rules made by men” to the divine commands of God. And it is just as simple to subtract the Commandments we don’t personally want to hear—the ones that convict us and make us feel guilty. By doing so we heap upon ourselves a mountain of guilt, and add to our separation from a holy God.

Christ, on the other hand, never once added or subtracted from God’s perfect will. He came to earth to follow the commands of God perfectly. Never once did he impose his own desires on man, even when sinful man was torturing, mocking, and finally killing him. Conversely, never once did he take away a command of God, even when it led sinful man to hate him and plot his death. He kept the Ten Commandments perfectly, and taught others to do so also. He was the Holy One who “held fast” to the LORD with his whole heart.
His crucifixion at the hands of sinful man was the result of an evil world that hated God and his commands. But at the same time, it was also the final act in a divine plan that began before creation. For in the death of the Christ, mankind found payment for each transgression, each addition, and each subtraction, in the blood of Jesus. On the cross God paid the penalty for every sinful thought, word and deed. On the cross the Savior was punished for us.

That punishment brought us peace, because it restored to us a right relationship with God, and declared our sins paid in full. This declaration of righteousness from God was placed on us in baptism, and is confirmed whenever the Word is taught in its truth and purity. This declaration says that we are forgiven for our wanderings, and that the Law no longer has power over to us, for Christ has set us free. And if Christ says we are free, we are free indeed.

Such freedom has power to overcome our own failings, our guilt, and our shame. Such freedom has power to lift us up out of the pit of despair, and to “set our feet on a firm path.” Such freedom makes us want to cling closely to his Word, “watch our life and doctrine closely,” and yearn for the final redemption of our bodies on the last day.

So this holiday season, take a moment to consider the freedom the kids enjoy—the freedom from tasks of “adding” and “subtracting.” Take a moment to rejoice in the freedom of Christ, and the work of the Holy Spirit in keeping on us to the path of faith.
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“invited”

Tis the season! Tis the season for giving and receiving gifts, and attending parties, and gathering with family and friends. But is every gift, and every invitation, good?

Numbers 25 tells of one instance in which an invitation was meant for evil:

While Israel was staying in Shittim, the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite women, who invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. The people ate and bowed down before these gods. So Israel joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor. And the LORD's anger burned against them. 

The LORD said to Moses, "Take all the leaders of these people, kill them and expose them in broad daylight before the LORD, so that the LORD's fierce anger may turn away from Israel." 

So Moses said to Israel's judges, "Each of you must put to death those of your men who have joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor." 

Then an Israelite man brought to his family a Midianite woman right before the eyes of Moses and the whole assembly of Israel while they were weeping at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. When Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, the priest, saw this, he left the assembly, took a spear in his hand and followed the Israelite into the tent. He drove the spear through both of them—through the Israelite and into the woman's body. Then the plague against the Israelites was stopped; but those who died in the plague numbered 24,000. 

The people of Moab feared for their lives when Israel came out of the desert and encamped on their borders. The first thing they did was to hire Balaam to come and curse the people. When that did not work, they tried a second strategy at the advice of Balaam. They invited the men of Israel “to the sacrifices of their gods.” When “Israel joined in worshiping the Baal of Peor,” the Bible tells us that “the LORD’s anger burned against them.” The result was open sin, a plague, and death for those who offended. It was not an innocent invitation, nor a good gift, that the people of Moab gave to Israel.

Although the times have changed, the strategies and approaches of the devil and this sinful world have not. Satan, present at the death and resurrection of the Christ, “knows that his time is short.” He is “filled with fury” and is therefore hard at work in this world. And one way he works is to extend an invitation to the children of God to “his sacrifices.” He seeks to turn God’s children away from them, and to cause God’s wrath to send them to hell eternally.

Such an invitation can come from other people, who are caught in a sin; from the internet, where all manner of sin is just a click away; or from our own thoughts or history. But all of them find an open door in our own hearts, for “we daily sin much” and are unable to resist temptations on our own. Like the children of Israel, by nature we find ourselves “worshiping the Baal of Peor” through weakness or inattention.

At times like these, it is good for us to “weep at the entrance of the Tent of meeting,” as the children of God did. It is even good for us to go into action against those who sin openly, as did Phineas the priest. But the best action for us is to consider the Son of God, the Son of Man, Jesus Christ. For he came to rescue us from our idolatry.

As a man, he also was “tempted in every way, just as we are, yet was without sin.” He was the Holy One of Israel, the perfect Son of God, who came and lived among us to be perfection for us. Rather than acceding to sin, he took all sin of all mankind upon himself, and died on a cross of shame in our place. He took the “spear” meant for us when he was the “sacrifice of atonement.” He died to end’s Satan rule over us and to declare us his “holy people”—a people chosen for service to him.

When we were baptized, we were set apart to “bear his name.” We were set apart to receive the forgiveness of sins, and to have the promise of a heavenly land after death. We were made part of “his body,” of which he is “the head.” And we were declared to be his witnesses and disciples in this world, through his means of grace.

Because of this distinctiveness, the world is “judged” and sin is revealed. And this causes the sinful world and the devil to hate Jesus and those who follow him. In John 15, Jesus reminded his disciples:

"If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: 'No servant is greater than his master.' If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also. They will treat you this way because of my name, for they do not know the One who sent me. If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not be guilty of sin. Now, however, they have no excuse for their sin. He who hates me hates my Father as well. If I had not done among them what no one else did, they would not be guilty of sin. But now they have seen these miracles, and yet they have hated both me and my Father. But this is to fulfill what is written in their Law: 'They hated me without reason.'

This hatred may show itself in persecution, in ill will, in mistreatment. But it may also show itself in an invitation to sin, a temptation to worship other gods, and in gifts that take far more than they give. As God’s children, we are to be as aware and cautious about the one as the other. We can accept gifts, and invitations, for all manner of people, but not if it leads us into sin, or causes us to stray from the One who was the greatest gift of all, the One who has invited us to join him in heaven one day. May God grant us wisdom to know the difference, by the power of the Holy Spirit!
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“go back to Egypt”
Robert Frost, in his classic poem, “The Road not Taken,” speaks of regrets:

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.
I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I-
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

Perhaps one reason this type of poetry resonates so strongly with people is that it ponders the past—it wonders what might have happened if I had chosen differently, or events had be rearranged. This very thought seemed to accompany the children of Israel as the wandered in the desert. Numbers 14 describes their reaction to the report of the ten spies on the border of the Promised Land:

That night all the people of the community raised their voices and wept aloud. All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole assembly said to them, "If only we had died in Egypt! Or in this desert! Why is the LORD bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword? Our wives and children will be taken as plunder. Wouldn't it be better for us to go back to Egypt?" And they said to each other, "We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt."
Although this seemed like just “second-guessing,” God described it differently later in the chapter:

Then the glory of the LORD appeared at the Tent of Meeting to all the Israelites. The LORD said to Moses, "How long will these people treat me with contempt? How long will they refuse to believe in me, in spite of all the miraculous signs I have performed among them? I will strike them down with a plague and destroy them, but I will make you into a nation greater and stronger than they." 

God describes the temptation to “go back to Egypt” as treating him with “contempt,” and accuses the Israelites of “refusing to believe in me.” His righteous judgment upon them was that he would “strike them down with a plague and destroy them.” There was no room for second-guessing about God—even to consider such a thing was a terrible sin.

Before we condemn the children of Israel too strongly, we must examine our lives and look for signs in us of this type of thinking. Have we ever “envied the godless” because their lives seem “free from care?” Have we ever wondered what it would be like to live away from the stern commands of God? Have we ever pondered leaving behind family, spouse, faith—on this misguided notion that we would then be “free?”

Such “freedom” from God, or the place in life God gives us, is just as damnable as the “second-guessing” of the Israelites, for it turns its back on the blessings of God. It seeks recourse in the romantic past, forgetting the God-given present. It turns back from the border of the Promised Land and tries to “go back to Egypt.”
When such thoughts come to us—and they do—it is well for us to consider one who lived in both perfect freedom and perfect obedience, Jesus Christ. He was “called out of Egypt” by a loving Father. His life was a model of willing devotion to his heavenly Father’s will. He never once turned away from the necessary, nor sought his own good, nor envied the godless. He carried the burdens of the sad, healed the sick, and taught those who were “like sheep without a shepherd.” And he did it all with a willing and loving heart, without any anger or regret.

His perfect life ended, however, when he died on the cross for the world’s sins. When he “struck down,” it was for our discontent, our backsliding, our unfaithfulness—to God and to man. He bore in himself the penalty for our waywardness, and then willingly gave up his life for the sake of sinful man. He rose again to assure us that all was well with God, and to create in us “a new spirit” of love for God and our fellow man. He came to declare us righteous and faithful in God’s sight, by fulfilling the Law and his Father’s will.

Such perfect love is given to us by the gift of faith. Such perfect dedication is the work of God. Such perfect commitment is credited to us in the means of grace, the Scriptures in Word and Sacrament. While we are on this earth, we will always struggle with discontent—with second-guessing God’s plans for our lives. But may we, by the grace of God, never second-guess the love of the Father in Jesus Christ! May we never, by that same grace, seek to “go back to Egypt!”
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“the land will have the rest”
Perhaps you knew that the Old Testament people of God, the Israelites, were to take a rest every seventh day, a Sabbath day commanded by the Lord. You may also have known that the same Israelites were to take off every seventh year as a Sabbath year, when they would not plant or reap. You may even have known that after “seven sevens” of years—forty-nine years—the children of Israel were to observe a year of Jubilee—a special day of return of property, freedom, and celebration. But did you know that even the land was to celebrate a Sabbath year?

In Leviticus 26, God speaks of the land enjoying its Sabbath rests, as a warning of punishment for disobedience:

" 'If in spite of this you still do not listen to me but continue to be hostile toward me, then in my anger I will be hostile toward you, and I myself will punish you for your sins seven times over. You will eat the flesh of your sons and the flesh of your daughters. I will destroy your high places, cut down your incense altars and pile your dead bodies on the lifeless forms of your idols, and I will abhor you. I will turn your cities into ruins and lay waste your sanctuaries, and I will take no delight in the pleasing aroma of your offerings. I will lay waste the land, so that your enemies who live there will be appalled. I will scatter you among the nations and will draw out my sword and pursue you. Your land will be laid waste, and your cities will lie in ruins. Then the land will enjoy its sabbath years all the time that it lies desolate and you are in the country of your enemies; then the land will rest and enjoy its sabbaths. All the time that it lies desolate, the land will have the rest it did not have during the sabbaths you lived in it. "
We probably don’t think of the concept of “rest for the land” too often, because we like to “work our land.” We want to get out of it all that we can. It does not return its value to us unless it is paying for its costs. The same probably is true of equipment we own, workers we hire, companies we contract work to, and perhaps even our own time. We like to keep them busy, and making money for us.

Within that desire is also a danger—that we start to see our efforts as producing the results we seek, rather than seeing all material blessings as a unearned gift from a gracious God. For the nation of Israel, this truth was to be hammered home on those days and years that were “Sabbaths.” Despite their work, they were to regularly look to God for the blessings only he could give. Knowing human nature, however, it is hardly surprising that there is no record of the Jews observing any of the Sabbath years or Jubilees. Later, when the nation of Israel was taken into captivity, the length of that captivity was to be for seventy years—one year for each year that the Israelites did not grant a Sabbath rest to the land. For God’s holy will was to be done, with the cooperation of the Jews, or without it.

Although we have been freed from the commands and decrees of the Old Testament, we have not been freed from the need to see our sins of greed and self-reliance. For there remains a punishment for those who turn away from God and look to their own business acumen for success—a punishment of eternity in hell, where the flames burn forever and never go out. By ourselves, we all deserve just such a fate, for we have not loved God above our material possessions—we have not followed God’s will in our lives.
For this reason God had to come as a perfect Savior from heaven—the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who came to redeem this world and its occupants from slavery to sin. He came to live in willing and exemplary obedience to his Father’s will. He came to die in hideous agony upon a cross, for the sins and sinfulness of mankind. And in doing so, he deflected the wrath of God for greed and love of money upon himself, and made peace between God and man. After his death, he rose again to proclaim his victory over death, and ascended into heaven to reign over this world in righteousness and power. He sent his Holy Spirit on Pentecost to shower his children with the riches of faith, and to teach them to know and understand God aright. And he still intercedes for us, declaring us righteous for his sake, and remitting sin for those who trust in him.

And even now, the land waits for its final redemption, for the greater Sabbath rest that will come when Christ returns again. Romans 8 tells us:

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. 

We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. 

The creation waits for the coming of Jesus again, when it will be freed forever from “its bondage to decay” and brought into “the glorious freedom of the children of God.” And we also “groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoptions as sons, the redemption of our bodies.” On that last great day, the world will be set free from sin, and will finally enjoy its eternal Sabbath rest. On that last great day, we also will be set free from sin, and will join the land in an eternity of sinless joy and peace. Until that day, may we work and rest for Him, knowing that it is only God who gives us spiritual and physical blessings!
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“he stepped down”
If you could choose anyone to represent you, whom would you choose? I suppose the answer to that question might depend upon what you stood for, and what you wanted to accomplish. So, to narrow the question, let’s ask: If you were God, whom would you choose to represent you?

A surprising answer for this question is found in Leviticus 9:

Moses said to Aaron, "Come to the altar and sacrifice your sin offering and your burnt offering and make atonement for yourself and the people; sacrifice the offering that is for the people and make atonement for them, as the LORD has commanded." 

So Aaron came to the altar and slaughtered the calf as a sin offering for himself. His sons brought the blood to him, and he dipped his finger into the blood and put it on the horns of the altar; the rest of the blood he poured out at the base of the altar. On the altar he burned the fat, the kidneys and the covering of the liver from the sin offering, as the LORD commanded Moses; the flesh and the hide he burned up outside the camp. 

Then Aaron lifted his hands toward the people and blessed them. And having sacrificed the sin offering, the burnt offering and the fellowship offering, he stepped down. 

Moses and Aaron then went into the Tent of Meeting. When they came out, they blessed the people; and the glory of the LORD appeared to all the people. Fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed the burnt offering and the fat portions on the altar. And when all the people saw it, they shouted for joy and fell facedown.

The person God chose to represent him to the people was none other than Aaron—the same Aaron who had made the golden calf at Mt. Sinai. He was God’s chosen human high priest, the one who would lead the people in the three annual sacrifices, and who would enter the Most Holy Place on the Day of Atonement. He would be as close to God as God would allow. He was to be God’s visible representative on this earth.

The fact that Aaron was a sinful man required sacrifices—it required him to deal with his own sins before he approached the presence of God. He was to dedicate himself to God completely, being forbidden from certain marriages and even from burying relatives. He was to be holy—clean, set apart, pure—in order to represent a holy God. This holiness was to be while he was giving the sacrifices and while he was not. He was to live a life of holiness.

Knowing Aaron’s humanity, one can imagine that he failed regularly in this regard, just as we all do. Being a sinful human, he didn’t do what God demanded. Therefore, he also needed an intercessor, one who would intervene on his behalf and speak to God in his place. He needed someone to make him holy, so that he could approach the tabernacle and the Testimony and not die.

We also need such a person—one who represents us to God perfectly, who is sinless, and who speaks on our behalf. This person needs to intervene with God for us, for we also sin much and don’t fulfill God’s righteous decrees. Even though Aaron is dead, we have just such a high priest in Jesus Christ, as Hebrews 7 testifies:
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.

Our high priest, Jesus Christ, is the God-man who came to show the power and mercy of God to sinful mankind. He came to be “holy, blameless, pure”—to fulfill all the commands of the law, and by his life to be declared “perfect forever.” This high priest came to carry out the great work of redemption—to sacrifice “for their sins once for all when he offered himself.” When he died on the cross in the place of sinful men, he satiated the anger of God towards sin, and rose again to “live forever.” Right now he serves “exalted above the heavens,” covering over the sins of mankind with his perfect life, and inviting mankind to “come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.”

Christ sends out his Word today to “draw all men” to himself—to invite them to find the “life that is really life.” He proclaims freedom from captivity, and blessing for his children. He testifies to the glory of God and the love of God, and warns mankind to turn from its sinful ways and “seek the Lord while he is near.” For now, he gives mankind his means of grace, the Scriptures in Word and Sacrament, and he baptizes with “the Holy Spirit and with fire.” But soon, very soon, he will also “step down” from his heavenly throne—he will return to judge the nations, and to show the glory of God. On that day, he will reveal all truths, and he will reveal himself completely to all mankind. On that day he will visibly be Immanuel—“God with us,” and will take his children to be with him. On that day, may we find ourselves among those welcomed into eternal dwellings by his grace! May we, on that day, “shout for joy and fall facedown” at the coming of the eternal High Priest, Jesus Christ!
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“the pattern”
My daughter is planning to make her Christmas gifts this year, and asked me if she could go and look at patterns. Not being a craftsperson, I asked her why she needed a pattern. Couldn’t she just make it up as she went along? That’s what I would do.

She used her most patient voice (I hate it when my kids talk to me this way) to explain that she needed to know what materials to use, how to connect them, and how to finish her work, so that the end result was acceptable. Not using a pattern would cause all sorts of trouble. She needed a pattern to make her presents. Could we go now?
As God’s people were preparing to make the tabernacle, God told them also to use a pattern in Exodus 25:
The LORD said to Moses, "Tell the Israelites to bring me an offering. You are to receive the offering for me from each man whose heart prompts him to give. These are the offerings you are to receive from them: gold, silver and bronze; blue, purple and scarlet yarn and fine linen; goat hair; ram skins dyed red and hides of sea cows; acacia wood; olive oil for the light; spices for the anointing oil and for the fragrant incense; and onyx stones and other gems to be mounted on the ephod and breastpiece. 

"Then have them make a sanctuary for me, and I will dwell among them. Make this tabernacle and all its furnishings exactly like the pattern I will show you. "
With the materials that were provided, out of the free will of the Israelites, God’s people were to build a “sanctuary” for God, where he would “dwell among them.” Each part of this tabernacle, or tent, was to be made exactly according to the “pattern” that God would show them. Since the tabernacle was to represent God on earth, it had to be perfect. There was no room for shoddiness or mistakes. Every part was to testify to the fact that God is perfect, and those who approach him and live with him must also be perfect. To this end, God told the Israelites how to best show his perfection on this earth.

As God’s creations, we too are representations of God on this earth, the ones whom God has chosen to show his perfection. Like that tabernacle, we are also to be holy and blameless, following the pattern of perfection that God laid down in his Ten Commandments. By our perfect lives, we are to testify to the truth that God demands holiness from all mankind, without flaw or mistake.  “Be holy as I the Lord your God am holy.”
Unfortunately, as sinful people we do not show the perfection that God demands. That is because we are made of earthly matter—we are children of that first sinner, Adam—and we have added our own corruptions and evils to that nature. All day, every day, we are busy making up our own “patterns” of ethics and morality, often missing the point that we are despising God’s plans and purposes for our lives. By these “liberties” we earn the wrath of God and his eternal scorn.

It was for this reason, then, that God chose his Son from “before the creation of the world” to be the Holy One of God sent from heaven. He came to follow the pattern of perfection as a man, to live his life according to God’s “righteous decrees.” He never once varied from God’s plan, nor did he ever fail to give glory to his Father. His holiness was complete, and the Father declared that with Jesus he was well pleased.

But if we simply view Jesus as a person to be copied, as a good pattern of righteous living, we are fooling ourselves and betraying his true purpose. His plan in coming to this world was not to “condemn the world,” but to “save the world.” He did this when he suffered hell on the cross for our variances, our self-serving, our flaws, and our self-righteousness. He died once, taking upon himself the punishment of sin, so that our sins might not separate us from our God.
When Christ died on the cross, and rose again gloriously, he created a new pattern for sinful mankind—the pattern of the cross. That pattern shines upon our hearts despite our inability to be the “people of God,” or to satisfy God’s holy demands. That pattern comes to us in our need and declares us to be by grace what we are not by nature. That pattern is the life and death of Christ for us, credited to us by mercy alone, and counted as ours through the free gift of faith.

Hebrews 8 discusses the old and new patterns:

Every high priest is appointed to offer both gifts and sacrifices, and so it was necessary for this one also to have something to offer. If he were on earth, he would not be a priest, for there are already men who offer the gifts prescribed by the law. They serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and shadow of what is in heaven. This is why Moses was warned when he was about to build the tabernacle: "See to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on the mountain." But the ministry Jesus has received is as superior to theirs as the covenant of which he is mediator is superior to the old one, and it is founded on better promises. 

When choosing a pattern, choose wisely! The “old covenant pattern” is based on obedience, and brings death. The “new covenant pattern” is Christ Jesus, crucified and risen from the dead, superior to all mankind, yet a servant for all mankind. This new pattern brings life, peace, and heaven. May God grant us wisdom to claim as our own the new pattern of life and death that is found in Christ alone!
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“when I see the blood…”
Experts visiting the scene of a crime can gather great amounts of detail from the blood found at the scene of the crime. The detectives can determine when the person died, with what type of weapon, and at what location. Modern DNA testing has extended this to matching blood types to determine identity of the murderer. The blood points out guilt, and that brings justice for a murder.
But perhaps the murderer does not attempt to conceal his crime—perhaps he places the blood in a public place for all to see. Just such a scene is pictured in Exodus 12, as God describes the first Passover:

The LORD said to Moses and Aaron in Egypt, "This month is to be for you the first month, the first month of your year. Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of this month each man is to take a lamb for his family, one for each household. If any household is too small for a whole lamb, they must share one with their nearest neighbor, having taken into account the number of people there are. You are to determine the amount of lamb needed in accordance with what each person will eat. The animals you choose must be year-old males without defect, and you may take them from the sheep or the goats. Take care of them until the fourteenth day of the month, when all the people of the community of Israel must slaughter them at twilight. Then they are to take some of the blood and put it on the sides and tops of the doorframes of the houses where they eat the lambs. That same night they are to eat the meat roasted over the fire, along with bitter herbs, and bread made without yeast. Do not eat the meat raw or cooked in water, but roast it over the fire—head, legs and inner parts. Do not leave any of it till morning; if some is left till morning, you must burn it. This is how you are to eat it: with your cloak tucked into your belt, your sandals on your feet and your staff in your hand. Eat it in haste; it is the LORD's Passover. 

"On that same night I will pass through Egypt and strike down every firstborn—both men and animals—and I will bring judgment on all the gods of Egypt. I am the LORD. The blood will be a sign for you on the houses where you are; and when I see the blood, I will pass over you. No destructive plague will touch you when I strike Egypt. "
The people of Israel were to choose their victims with care—one year old male lambs, without defect. One such lamb was to be prepared for each family. And then the lamb was to be slaughtered and eaten, and its blood “put on the sides and tops of the doorframes of the houses.” On that very night God would “pass through Egypt” and kill the firstborn of the land, to bring judgment on “all the gods of Egypt.” But when he saw the blood, he promised, “I will pass over you.”

One can imagine the sensations passing through the minds of the Israelites—how would they escape the coming wrath of God? But by his grace, God gave them a very explicit way to be saved—through the blood of a lamb, held up for all to see. To those who followed God’s commands, there would be life and freedom from slavery. For those who disobeyed, there would be death of the firstborn.
Lest we think that our sins are any less than those of the Egyptians, God declares today that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Like that first and lesser judgment, God today promises to send a great and final judgment day when all mankind will be shown their lifetime thoughts, actions and words. Every careless word will be judged, every straying thought, every unkind deed. And the judgment for such sins will be death—“for the soul that sins is the one that shall die.”

But in love and mercy, today God has also given us a sign of blood to save us—the blood of Jesus Christ. He took on flesh and blood when he became man, born of Mary. He lived among “his own” and toiled perfectly among them, to show and teach the love of God. And when he suffered hell on the cross—when he died to fulfill his role as the “Lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world”—his blood became saving blood for wretched sinners.
Such blood has power, for it is the blood of God made man. It has power to wash away sin, to cleanse us from unrighteousness, and to appease the wrath of God. In baptism, that blood is placed “on our hearts” for all to see. There, it declares that our sins are covered over by his suffering, and we are declared righteous in God’s sight by his mercy. There, it causes God to “pass over” our sins and deflects the eternal “destructive plague” of hell.
I Peter 1 tells us:

For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake.
In the greatest “detective story” ever told, we are the criminals. Christ is the victim. But he is a willing victim, who laid down his life to redeem us by his blood. That blood is spread today through his Word, that all who believe might claim it, and live. God grant us the grace to escape the final coming destruction through the blood of Jesus Christ.
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“I am your brother...”
Perhaps you are old enough to remember being in the theaters, watching the Star Wars movie, The Empire Strikes Back, when the main villain of the series, Darth Vader, told the hero Luke Skywalker that he was his father. I recall being stunned by the line, because we had been cunningly led to believe that the hero’s father had been killed by Vader. Vader was the bad guy, and Luke the good guy—but suddenly things got more complicated and confusing. It took a while for that fact, and the implications, to sink in.

In a strange way, just such a scene presents itself in the story of Joseph and his brother, revealed by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in Genesis 45:

Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all his attendants, and he cried out, "Have everyone leave my presence!" So there was no one with Joseph when he made himself known to his brothers. And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard him, and Pharaoh's household heard about it. 

Joseph said to his brothers, "I am Joseph! Is my father still living?" But his brothers were not able to answer him, because they were terrified at his presence. 

Then Joseph said to his brothers, "Come close to me." When they had done so, he said, "I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping. But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. 

Joseph had been sold into slavery by his brothers, suffering for their hard-heartedness and hatred. In Egypt, he had been raised up by God to “preserve for (Israel) a remnant on the earth.” When his brothers came to buy food from him, he had hidden his identity and tested them sorely. And now it was time to reveal his true identity. He would let them know that he was their brother.
Unfortunately, when they heard the news, the old guilt flared up. They saw one who had suffered because of them, and the Bible tells us that “they were terrified at his presence.” Joseph had to reassure them that it was God’s work “to send him ahead” to “save lives”—their lives. And now God would carry out his plan despite the sins of the brothers.

Just such a picture also confronts mankind when they see the Christ, the true God who became human flesh. As God, he is the Creator of all things, and the Holy One who demands perfection. He sits enthroned above the world, judging all things, and dispensing his justice honestly and fairly.

But he is also the Incarnate man who was born in a manger, lived as a carpenter’s son, taught among the people, ate, drank, wept, and slept. He suffered from the sins of others, although he himself was sinless. And finally he was whipped, beaten, and nailed to a cross of shame to endure the pangs of hell for every sin we have ever committed.

But death could not hold him. He rose again on Easter Sunday, and went out among the people, proclaiming that he was their brother, their Savior and their friend. He went up to heaven as the first-fruits of those who have died and risen again, to prepare a place for his children. And from heaven, he continues to be our brother, our Savior, and our friend.

Unfortunately, sinful people who meet a Savior claiming to be their brother often have the same reaction as Joseph’s brothers—they feel guilt at the sin that caused the suffering, they disbelieve the extent and completeness of the plan, or they feel terror at his presence. For this reason Christ sends his Holy Spirit to the world through his means of grace, to give faith, to remove guilt, to take away fear, and to bring his children close to him. He does this when he baptizes children, and announces that their sins are completely paid for. He does this when he offers his body and blood in the bread and wine, for the forgiveness of sins. He does this when his Word rings out from pulpits and lecterns across this world.
And yet we continue to sin, and because of that sin we continue to fear our brother, the Christ. For this reason the Holy Spirit daily showers us with his Word, and reminds us of the love of the Father found in the sacrifice of his Son. I Thessalonians 4 reminds us:

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore encourage each other with these words.
Christ has come not to judge the world, but to save the world. Right now he sits in the heavens, interceding for us, and teaching us through his Word. Someday, very soon, he will return to take us with him, so that we will “be with the Lord forever.” In Christ we do not find an avenging judge, nor a vindictive victim. In Christ we find a loving brother, who died to put away our sins, and to bring together God and man now on earth and forever in heaven. May God grant us faith to believe and trust in Him always!
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“I saw God face to face”
Throughout history, people have tried to find God. They have looked in nature, in the social sciences, in art and music, and in the wisdom of the ages, seeking the divine. They have racked their souls and bodies, undertaken pilgrimages and journeys, forsaken family and friends, and given their lives, all in this elusive quest for God.

The Bible, also, testifies to those who have sought God—and one such person who sought God in his direst need was Jacob, as he returned home. His prayer was that God would save him from the wrath of his brother Esau. God answered his prayer in unusual fashion in Genesis 32:

That night Jacob got up and took his two wives, his two maidservants and his eleven sons and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. After he had sent them across the stream, he sent over all his possessions. So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak. When the man saw that he could not overpower him, he touched the socket of Jacob's hip so that his hip was wrenched as he wrestled with the man. Then the man said, "Let me go, for it is daybreak." 
      But Jacob replied, "I will not let you go unless you bless me." 

The man asked him, "What is your name?" 
      "Jacob," he answered. 

Then the man said, "Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome." 

Jacob said, "Please tell me your name." 
      But he replied, "Why do you ask my name?" Then he blessed him there. 

So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, "It is because I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared." 

Jacob’s need was acute; his life was in jeopardy because of his sin. He prayed to God earnestly, and God answered his prayers in the form of “a man.” That man came and wrestled with Jacob “until daybreak,” and Jacob overcame him. Jacob was blessed by God, and his life was spared. In this man he “saw God face to face;” in this man he received the answer to his prayers.

This man was none other than the Son of God, the Christ who was to be incarnated many years later in Bethlehem. Just as he came in answer to Jacob’s prayers, so he came at the first Christmas to answer the prayers of his people. He was the one called “Immanuel,” or “God with us.” He came to save his people from their sins.

He did this when he lived a sinless life among sinful people. He did this when he taught, and healed, and drove out demons. He did this when he resisted temptation, and scorned the shame of the cross. He did this when he went to the cross to die once for all sin, that mankind’s evil might be paid for and made right. When Jesus Christ died, and rose again, he came to mankind to bring forgiveness of sins and eternal life. He came to show us the face of God, and to be “God with us” and God dying in our place.

Even though the promise of this God-man was as old as sin itself—first given in Genesis 3—people still today have difficulty understanding the essential nature of Christ. John 1 reminds us:

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. 

The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 

When we begin to wonder about the presence of God—when we begin to doubt and fear this world’s troubles—and especially when we try and keep our distance from God because of our sins—God comes to us as the “Word made flesh” and shows us “his glory.” He answers our prayers (or lack of prayers) by coming to us in human form, as a man, and giving us his perfection as a free gift. He comes to submit himself to sin, to die in our place, that we might know for sure that our sins are forgiven, and our relationship with the Father is restored.
He comes in this way because of our weakness and our need. When he comes in this way, he shows us all that we need to know about the love and mercy of the Father. He comes to us in his Word, and in Holy Communion, to offer us reassurance and life and peace. And he comes to us daily, as often as we need him, as often as we sin.
Need to see God’s face? Look no farther than the Christ. For he is the divine made flesh. He is the answer to our prayers and our sin.
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“Esau despised his birthright”

Ever make a bad decision? Ever make a bad decision that cannot be taken back?

If so, then you understand Esau. The Bible tells us about the sin of Esau in Genesis 25:

The boys grew up, and Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the open country, while Jacob was a quiet man, staying among the tents. Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, loved Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob. 

Once when Jacob was cooking some stew, Esau came in from the open country, famished. He said to Jacob, "Quick, let me have some of that red stew! I'm famished!" (That is why he was also called Edom.) 

Jacob replied, "First sell me your birthright." 

"Look, I am about to die," Esau said. "What good is the birthright to me?" 

But Jacob said, "Swear to me first." So he swore an oath to him, selling his birthright to Jacob. 

Then Jacob gave Esau some bread and some lentil stew. He ate and drank, and then got up and left. 
      So Esau despised his birthright.

Esau’s sin was one of familiarity—the sin of disdaining a future gift, the birthright, in favor of a present need, a bowl of red stew. The story would be ridiculous if the stakes were not so high.

By turning away from his birthright, Esau became the “poster child” for all who turn from the way of God, towards the immediate needs of the present. They throw away the truth of God’s Word, the free forgiveness of sins, and the certainty of future bliss; all for a present blessing of dubious value. They sell their relationship with God for a “bowl of stew.”

Others who have fallen into this trap spring to mind—Cain, Pharaoh, Korah, Balaam, and Judas. They knew the power of God and the way of truth, but turned from it for an earthly blessing. But we also must admit the seductiveness of such thoughts in our own lives, for we live in a sinful world and have a warped soul. Every day we are also faced with the temptation to sell our souls for not much else than a “bowl of red stew.”

A nicer car? A better job? A relationship with the “perfect” person? Another shot of whiskey? Crack? A picture of a naked woman on the internet?

All of these things are much less than a “bowl of stew,” and all of them bombard us daily with their wiles. All of them offer present pleasures, but with a spiritual cost. Faced with such temptations, one might wonder with David, “How can a young man keep his way pure?”

There is only one solution that offers both ongoing spiritual wisdom and purity of mind—and that solution is the sinless Son of God. He was sent into this world to “overcome the world”—that is, to be among the temptations and trials of daily life, but to not sin. He had the avowed purpose of fulfilling his Father’s will, and he walked the path of perfection.
For had he sinned, even once, he could not have been the ultimate sacrifice for sin. Had he let his mind wander, or longed or lusted, he could not have earned for us an eternity in heaven. But he did not, so that when he went to the cross and died in our place, suffering an eternity in hell for our indiscretions, the wrath of his Father was satiated, and our salvation was made sure.

Such a certain gift was given to us as a birthright when we were baptized—when God put his name upon us in the waters of redemption. This free grace was poured out upon us when we were given faith, and now we live under a state of grace. But while we live, waiting for the day when our bodies will be redeemed, we live among sin and within sin. We live within easy view and reach of the same temptations that once caused us to be bound for hell and forsaken by God.

Such easy access is why God reminds us regularly not to despise the things of God—not to turn our back on the message of grace, by which we are saved. The writer of the book of Hebrews warns us away from the path of Esau in chapter 12:

Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord. See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many. See that no one is sexually immoral, or is godless like Esau, who for a single meal sold his inheritance rights as the oldest son. Afterward, as you know, when he wanted to inherit this blessing, he was rejected. He could bring about no change of mind, though he sought the blessing with tears. 

On that last great day there will be many who have “sold” their “inheritance rights” and are “rejected.” On that day there will be many tears, but no change of mind. On that day, it will be too late.
Until that day, however, God still extends his grace and mercy to sinners such as us. Through his Word he reminds us to cling to him, and all the closer “as we see the day approaching.” God grant that we hear that message, believe it, and cling to it as our greatest hope and treasure!
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“So Cain went out…”

Among the early stories of the Bible, the story of Cain stands out as an example of the terrible effects of sin. This story is told in Genesis 4:

Now Abel kept flocks, and Cain worked the soil. In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the LORD. But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The LORD looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor. So Cain was very angry, and his face was downcast. 

Then the LORD said to Cain, "Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it." 

Now Cain said to his brother Abel, "Let's go out to the field." And while they were in the field, Cain attacked his brother Abel and killed him. 
Then the LORD said to Cain, "Where is your brother Abel?" 
      "I don't know," he replied. "Am I my brother's keeper?" 

The LORD said, "What have you done? Listen! Your brother's blood cries out to me from the ground. Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it will no longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the earth." 

Cain said to the LORD, "My punishment is more than I can bear. Today you are driving me from the land, and I will be hidden from your presence; I will be a restless wanderer on the earth, and whoever finds me will kill me." 

But the LORD said to him, "Not so; if anyone kills Cain, he will suffer vengeance seven times over." Then the LORD put a mark on Cain so that no one who found him would kill him. So Cain went out from the LORD's presence and lived in the land of Nod, east of Eden. 

The story of Cain demonstrates some fundamental truths about the nature of sin. First, it points out that sin leads to more sin. Cain was angry because of God’s acceptance of Abel’s sacrifice, and that anger led him to plot and to carry out the murder of his brother. 
Secondly, sin leads to a lack of understanding about myself. When God warned him about his sin, he could only focus on Abel. When God asked him about his sin, he could only focus on Abel’s problems. When God gave him a consequence for his sin, he could only focus on how it would make him feel. Sin had made him completely self-absorbed. 
Finally, sin leads to separation from God. Cain had to leave the presence of God, for no sinful person can stand the presence of God. He “went out” from the Lord, and had to live with the awful effects of his sin, and his distancing himself from God.
All of this observation and commentary on sin might only be a clinical exercise were it not for the fact that we share the same sinful nature as Cain did. We also sin daily, and that sin leads us into the same types of trouble as Cain. We may not murder, but we have thought bad thoughts that led to bad deeds. We have done wrong, and shifted the blame onto others. We have seen in others the cause of our sins, and sought to avoid our own “issues.” And all of these evil thoughts and words and actions and attitudes and “blamings” have separated us from our God, who is holy and demands perfection.
Because the first man, Adam, and his first son, Cain, could not keep God’s perfect law, God responded to sin by sending his Son, Jesus Christ, to be the sinless King of Righteousness. He lived among evil men, but was not evil himself. He never once had a sinful thought, hurt others, or blamed others. Rather, he took upon himself the sorrows, illnesses, and troubles of others, and cared for them. He healed the sick and raised the dead. He cast out demons, and taught the people. He was indeed the only truly Holy One of God.

This holy person then went to the cross to suffer hell and damnation for the compounded evil of an evil world. He went there willingly to die on the cross for Pharisee and disciple, for Jew and Gentile, for “sinner” and “righteous person.” He died for Pontius Pilate, who wrongfully condemned him, and for Caiaphas, who rejected and mocked him. He died for Cain, and for Abel, for you and for me.

In doing so, he completely satisfied the debt of sin for all mankind of all time. He freed mankind from the power of sin, and took upon himself the hell mankind deserved. He won eternity in heaven for mankind and opened the way to God. He did everything that needed doing, so that mankind could live with him in heaven, eternally, enjoying his mercy and either others’ perfect company.

Such a gift of grace comes to us through the Word of God, through Baptism and Holy Communion. But the power and tragedy of sin is such that it drives men away from this grace, makes them reject and spurn it, and leaves them dead in their sins. Cain was one such, who having been given the first promise of a Savior, turned and walked away from God, scorning this forgiveness and exulting in his sin.
But we are not of such people, God willing. Rather, God willing, we are among those who freely and willingly confess our sins, and who understand the evil multiplying effect of sin. God willing, we are among those who admit our ongoing sinfulness, and look to the promised Savior in trust, counting not on our righteousness but on his alone. For such people will find in Christ a “resting place.” They will receive the desire of their souls—full and free forgiveness by the One who came to destroy the effects of sin, and new life and peace in Him. God keep us humble enough to admit our need, and trusting enough to look to Christ to fulfill that need, today and every day!
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 “with the sword”
Cervantes, in the book Don Quixote, claimed that chivalry was dead 500 years ago. Very few people see a knight in shining armor, riding to save another person, these days. We live in a more practical age. But do such things still exist?
They do if you know where to look. One such picture of a “knight in armor” is found in Revelation 19:

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. "He will rule them with an iron scepter." He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written:

       KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS.
Every part of this picture of the mighty Savior shows power—from his white horse, to his eyes “like blazing fire” to his head with “many crowns.” Even his robe is “dipped with blood” as he leads the “armies of heaven” into battle. And he fights with “a sharp sword” that comes “out of his mouth.” He is indeed the “King of Kings and Lord of Lords.”
And of course, such a mighty king has terrible enemies to fight, as Revelation 19 relates:
Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.

The King leads his armies out, but he himself does all the fighting. He carries out his battles with “the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider.” This sword kills all the enemies of the King, and routs all the foes.  Their leaders are “thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur.” The victory is complete by the power of the King.

The Savior Jesus was given his power over death and the devil when he came to sacrifice himself in our place, and to die on the cross of shame. On that day he was given “all authority in heaven and on earth,” and was made the name “by which all men must be saved.” At his name “every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is Lord.” By his willingness to humble himself, he won the final victory over his foe, the devil. By his resurrection he proved that death has no power over him. By his ascension he took his heavenly throne to “govern the nations” and be the Head of his body, the church. He still rules today.

And his sword, the Word of God, still flashes with power. Hebrews 4 reminds us that:

For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.

By this sword, his Word, Christ still continues to rout and destroy the works of his enemy. By this sword he still leads his soldiers into battle. By this sword he will on the last day “strike down the nations.” His Word, the Sword of the Spirit, has power over all foes because he was “was dead but now is alive” holds it and uses it powerfully.
If we close our eyes of faith, and ignore the Word of God, things can look mighty bleak in this world today. We might see troubles and worries in this life, and enemies that we simply can’t defeat. We might wonder if there is anyone to save us, or anyone who cares. 
But look up! Open your eyes, and see the King grasping his Sword! For he is the valiant one, who came to battle and defeat our enemies, and he still lives and rules today! He has saved us by his blood, and all authority rests in his hands. He still fights for us, still leads us in battle, and will again, soon, come to take us home. The King of Kings lives, and rules, and wins all battles—with the Sword.
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"They will long to die"

The Bible speaks very clearly of two types of people who want to die.

The first is those who know their LORD, who understand their certainty of heaven, and who long to be in heaven with Jesus. The apostle Paul is mentioned as such a person, who said, "To live is Christ, and to die is gain." (Philippians 1)

The second type is those mentioned in Revelation 9:

When he opened the Abyss, smoke rose from it like the smoke from a gigantic furnace. The sun and sky were darkened by the smoke from the Abyss. And out of the smoke locusts came down upon the earth and were given power like that of scorpions of the earth. They were told not to harm the grass of the earth or any plant or tree, but only those people who did not have the seal of God on their foreheads. They were not given power to kill them, but only to torture them for five months. And the agony they suffered was like that of the sting of a scorpion when it strikes a man. During those days men will seek death, but will not find it; they will long to die, but death will elude them. 

The Bible speaks clearly of the fate of those who are in "the Abyss." It details the smoke "like the smoke from a gigantic furnace," the torture, the agony, and the lack of finality brought by death. It then sums up their wishes by stating that "they will long to die, but death will elude them." This speaks of the essential nature of hell--both as a place of punishment for those who sin, and as a place for eternity, where the fires never go out. Even to end this suffering would be a blessing; but in hell, no blessings are given, for God has turned his back on the condemned.

There are those who seem to come close to the utter helplessness that one experiences in hell while they are on this earth. They fall into despair, understanding that they cannot do the righteous things God demands; they see no purpose or final good in this life. They may treat such feelings with medication, exercise, or therapy; in extreme cases they may try to kill themselves and end their lives. But even such despair and extreme reaction does not solve the problem, for the problem is within. It is eternity which God has "put into the hearts of men." It is the final reaction of sinful man to his own sinfulness.

The tragedy of such reactions to this life is that they treat only the symptoms, not the disease. What is needed is a final cure, one that removes from a person both the condemnation and the persistent hopelessness. What is needed is a cure for guilt, and sin, and death, and eternity.

For mankind, such a cure is found in the person of Jesus Christ, who, though he was without stain or blemish, was born and lived to die for sinful mankind. His purpose in life was to endure the torture of hell while on the cross, in the place of those condemned by God. His goal in life was to take all sins of all men of all time onto himself when he was cursed on the tree. And he carried out that goal with a rugged determination that came from obedience to the Father. While on the cross, he certaintly longed for death, wishing his time of rejection by God to come to an end. Yet he stayed there until everything was complete--until God's wrath was appeased, and our redemption was complete. Then, and only then, did he "give up his spirit."

For a child of God, the proper view of death comes from viewing and understanding the death of Christ. Only in Christ's death can we find the cure for death, and the cure for the guilt of sin that brings death. And only in Christ's life can we find meaning for life, and join in Paul's words that "to live is Christ and to die is gain."

God grant that whenever we consider the meaning of our lives, we go again to the Gospel message of Jesus' life and death for me. God grant that whenever we consider eternity, we flee to the cross of Christ and there find comfort and assurance that heaven in our home. And God grant that however we live, we live for Christ; and however we die, we die for Christ.
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"More certain"

How can you be sure?

Likely, you have thought this thought, or said these words, when presented with some fact or opinion. Often, the more spectacular the claim, the greater the need for assurance and proof. When we hear something, we want to be certain that the claim is true.

This is all the more true for things we hear and read about the Word of God. We need to know that what we are hearing is the truth. We need to know that what we are hearing is actually God's words, and not just the words of men.

Fortunately for us, this fear is addressed for us in 2 Peter 1:

So I will always remind you of these things, even though you know them and are firmly established in the truth you now have. I think it is right to refresh your memory as long as I live in the tent of this body, because I know that I will soon put it aside, as our Lord Jesus Christ has made clear to me. And I will make every effort to see that after my departure you will always be able to remember these things. 

We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased." We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain. 

And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.

God (through Peter) tells his hearers (including us) that the apostles "did not follow cleverly invented stories" when he revealed the truth of the "power and coming" of Jesus Christ, but were "eyewitnesses of his majesty." They heard the Father speak from heaven at Transfiguration, and tell them that " 'This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.' " As they heard, they wrote it down, so that we could be sure.

My sinful nature (and the sinful world) may protest that this is not sufficient proof; internal evidence is no evidence at all. Therefore God moved Peter to say that we have this word of the prophets "made more certain." This certainty is a witness to the truth of God's Word, and is a "light shining in a dark place." This certainty is none other than the work of the Holy Spirit, that comes to us through the message of Jesus Christ.

For when we hear that we have a sinful nature that is entirely in rebellion against God, so that we cannot do the good deeds that God demands; when we hear that by ourselves we would surely be condemned to an eternity in hell; when we hear that we are by nature unable to accept Christ or solve this problem, we are crushed and admit that this is true. 

But when we hear that Jesus came to please the Father by his sinless life; to go willingly to the cross of Calvary for sinners such as us; to suffer hell in our place for four hours; to die as a sacrifice for sin; and to rise again to prove his power over sin, a "light shines" in our hearts, and lifts us up from the depths of hell. This message brings the power of the Holy Spirit, and that Spirit makes us certain that this Word is true.

Without the Spirit, no one can accept Christ, come to him or be saved. With the Spirit, we can be entirely certain that the Word planted in us is true. We can testify that we are willing to die rather than to claim the Word of God to be false. We can claim that great reward "when the day dawns and the morning star rises" with a certainty that is dependent not upon us, but upon a God who always keeps his promises and "will never leave you nor forsake you."

God's Word is certain, even when I am not. The Holy Spirit makes me certain, through faith, because I am not. Praise be to God for His message of life "made more certain!"
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“he saved us”
Our family has been on a cleaning binge lately. We have been in the basement going through old boxes. We look at each item, and try to decide if we should keep it or not. The junk we have been throwing away. The treasures we have been keeping. The things we find that are neither trash nor treasure cause the most problems.
For there is a limited amount of room for such things, and we can’t keep everything. But each item has some particular tug on us, and at times that makes it hard to get rid of. Ornaments from former students, souvenirs from trips, old teddy bears, and obsolete tapes and CDs fall under this category. So what should we toss and what should we save?

Titus 3 addresses this very issue, as God seeks to determine whom he should save, and whom he should cast into hell:

At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life. This is a trustworthy saying.
Paul, speaking by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, reminds us that we are not by nature “keepers.” He describes the life of the natural man as “foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.” He points out that we “lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.” There was nothing good in us—nothing that would drive God to say that we deserved any other fate than an eternity enduring his wrath in hell.

God, however, does not determine value as we do. Paul points out that “when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared,” God chose to judge value by a different standard—not by our goodness or worth, but “because of his mercy.” And that mercy led him to save us. It led him to suffer and die on the cross in our place, to take God’s wrath upon himself, and to give to us the judgment of “justified by his grace.” We, the trash, are declared worth saving. Christ, the spotless Lamb of God, is called “sinful,” and cast away—all because of his mercy, or undeserved love. He saved us “not because of righteous things we had done,” but because of his great love for trash.
That mercy was extended to us “through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit”—the process we call baptism. On that day, we were declared “heirs having the hope of eternal life.” On that day, the justification won by Jesus was applied to us by water and the Word. On that day, we were brought into the family of Christ and made saints of the church.

The atoning act of Christ has power to continue to declare us righteous—to still wash away sin and declare us clean in the sight of God, even though we continue to sin. Even while we are still by nature worthless, God calls us valuable in his sight by the blood and sacrifice of the Christ. Because of the work of Jesus, we can be sure that he who “began this good work in us will carry it on to completion” through this same Word.

So, as Christians we are both, simultaneously, trash and treasure. As sinners redeemed by Christ we are trash made priceless by the unique sacrifice of our God. And one day, very soon, Christ will return to “transform our lowly bodies to be like his glorious body”—to free us from sin, and to take us into his mansion, there to live with him forever. Taking out the trash reminds us of the limited nature of this world. Sorting through treasures keeps us mindful of the grace of God. May we always hold on to the treasure of God’s Word, and be quick to throw the trash of our sin and guilt on the cross of Christ!
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“by the cross”

An old favorite Lenten hymn asks,

“Were you there when they crucified my Lord?”

On the surface, such a question seems silly. Anyone living today was not physically there to see the death of Jesus two thousand years ago. Therefore, the question must be asking if we were there in some other way. So we can ask again, were you there when Jesus was crucified?

My guilty self would say “yes,” for it was my sins that led Jesus to the cross. It was because I could not do right, and consistently did wrong, that Jesus had to die. But even such an answer, while true, does not completely satisfy the question, for every single person’s sins caused Jesus to die. He was crucified for the sins of the world, barring no one. So once again, the answer seems obvious—“Yes, I was there, driving the nails into his hands by my sins.” So were you. We all contributed to the death of God. But is there more?
God’s children need to go to Colossians to get a complete answer to this question—to understand the real manner of a Christian’s attendance at the cross. God reveals it to his children in Colossians 2:

So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness. 

See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ. 

For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority. In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. 

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. 

The apostle Paul, speaking to those who had “received Christ Jesus as Lord,” reminds his hearers that they were indeed “there” when Jesus died. They were among those who are “rooted” in Christ and are “built up in him,” through the message they “were taught.”

And how did this happen? When you were “dead in your sins,” God made you alive with Christ. He “cancelled the written code” and “took it away, nailing it to the cross.” In destroying the work of the devil, he “disarmed” those opposed to us, “triumphing over them by the cross.” When Jesus died on the cross, our sins died, and their power over us was destroyed.

But even that did not complete the work, for Paul also reminds us that through faith we are given “fullness in Christ” when our sinful nature was “put off.” When Jesus was buried, we were “buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God.” All of this is based not on “human tradition” nor on “this world,” but “on Christ.”
Therefore, I can claim that I was with Christ, on that day he was crucified. My sinful nature was not only the cause but also the one crucified and killed on that day. My new man was not only created but rooted in Christ on that day. Everything that needed to be done was done to me on that day, when Jesus died.
The wonder of Christ’s life and death is not only that it occurred, but that it occurred with me in attendance and as its object. The wonder of God’s mercy is not only that Jesus died, but that Jesus died for me while I was still in my sins. Such willingness to allow us to participate in the atoning death of Christ, to give us the benefits of a sacrificial death, can only come from a God who loves us with an everlasting love—from a God who planned this salvation from before Creation and worked it out for our good and to his glory.

Yet this is the love God has for me. This is the truth which I can claim through faith in the Son of God. I was there when Jesus died, and because he died and rose, I am alive with Christ. Nothing can take that away from me, for by the cross I was brought to life.
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