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“the power of God…”
The battery in my laptop is getting old.  It doesn’t seem to hold a charge anymore.

I wonder if my car’s gas tank has a hole in it.  I spend the same amount of money on gas, but it just doesn’t seem to go as far.

I took a nap yesterday at about 5 PM.  I seem to be getting tired much more easily these days.

It is the nature of our world, and the energy-dependent devices we use, to power down.  It is the nature of our bodies to slow down and wear out.
Living in a sinful world, with an active sinful nature, tends to wear us down spiritually.  Like a person paddling a canoe against the flow of a river, we might at times feel that we are working and striving, but getting nowhere.

At such times, it is good for us to recharge ourselves—get a new battery, fill the gas tank, or take a nap.  It is good to connect to the source of power.

Spiritually, it is important for us to connect with a power source, as well, identified by Paul in Romans 1:

   I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”
The means of grace are the power of God—the Bible in Word and Sacrament.  Through them we gain strength for living, persistence in times of trouble, comfort in the storms and difficulties of life, peace amid turmoil, and the certain hope of an eternity in heaven.  The message of Jesus’ life and death gives us new life.  The certainty of his present reign empowers us to live for him while we can.  The coming judgment day encourages us to watch and wait patiently.

God grant us an ongoing awareness of our need to “power up” with the Word of God!

“The Lord Will Provide”

Testing.  The very word evokes tension in some, fear in others, and anger in a few.  As the test gets more important, the stress level rises.  Whole industries have risen up out of the need to prepare for tests such as the SAT or ACT.

But even these tests do not compare with the test God put Abraham through in Genesis 22:

   Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, "Abraham!" 

   "Here I am," he replied. 

    Then God said, "Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about." 

Everything about this test seemed calculated to increase the tension—from the target—“your only son” to the emotion—“whom you love” to the goal—“sacrifice him.”  I don’t think any of us would blame Abraham if he flinched or turned his back on God.  The test did not seem reasonable.

But Abraham did not turn his back on God.  Instead, he took his Son to the mountain, tied him up, and offered him up to God.  Hebrews 11 gives us more insight into Abraham’s thinking:

   By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death. 

Abraham was able to pass this test because he saw the promise of a Savior everywhere he looked.  From the phrase “your only son,” to the picture of a person “led to the slaughter without complaint,” Abraham saw in these events a picture of the coming Savior, who would live innocently, die righteously, and in doing so be “the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”
This faith in the promise led Abraham to one more conclusion in Genesis 22:

    Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son.  So Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide. And to this day it is said, "On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided." 

God grant that in our times of testing, we also testify with Abraham, “The Lord Will Provide!”

“Every mouth may be silenced…”

I sat in on a court case yesterday.  I had come to sit in on a hearing, and I got to court early, so I watched the proceedings.
It was instructive for me to see all of the different people in the court—the judge, the bailiff, the court reporter, the attorneys, the jury, the witnesses, and the accused.  They followed the rules of court stridently, and all of this was aimed at just one person.  That person sat by her lawyer, dejected and sad, for she knew that her freedom hung in the balance.  Yet she could not speak to the court directly, but had to talk through her attorney.
One thought struck me as I heard testimony on both sides—that while one specific crime of the accused was being tried, there were many more  which were being ignored.  Her other “crimes” of breaking of the commandments—do not lie, do not steal, do not hate, and many others—were not brought to judgment.  And the sins of every other person in that court, including me, were not even mentioned.  

This forms a stark contrast to the court of God’s judgment found in Romans 3:

“There is no one righteous, not even one; 
      there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God. All have turned away, 
      they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.”

“Their throats are open graves; 
      their tongues practice deceit.”

“The poison of vipers is on their lips.”
      “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.”

“Their feet are swift to shed blood; 
      ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.” 
      “There is no fear of God before their eyes.”
The net effect of examining ourselves in this perfect court of God’s law is neatly summarized in the next verses:

   Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. 

In the perfect court of God’s law there is no defense, nor excuse.  There is no robe or desk or suit coat to hide behind.  All must stand before the throne of God and confess our utter unworthiness.  God’s law will never justify, but rather force us to confess our “crimes” and hang our heads in shame.  In God’s presence every mouth is silenced.
But we have one who speaks in our defense—Jesus Christ.  Like an attorney, he takes up our case and defends us.  Like a judge, he does so not by ignoring the law but by fulfilling it.  Like a sacrificial victim, Christ pays the penalty of our sins, and sets us free from judgment and condemnation.  The effect of this advocacy on our behalf is summed up in Romans 8; 

   Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.
Praise be to our Christ, who has made us “not guilty” because of his death on the cross!

“I will help you speak”

Stress over public speaking is nothing new.  Survey after survey has indicated that many people would rather do anything than have to get up in public and talk.  This fear becomes even greater when we know that the news will not be well received.

In the book of Exodus, we see Moses exhibiting some of this fear.  As a murderer and fleeing felon, he likely had long ago given up any idea of getting into public speaking.  As a shepherd, his life was far from the palace life into which he had been born.  His plan seems to have been for a solitary life.
But God had a different plan.  At the burning bush, he called Moses to be his spokesman before Pharaoh.  He answered every one of Moses’ questions and objections.  Finally, Moses indicated his fear of speaking in Exodus 4:

    Moses said to the LORD , "O Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue." 

    The LORD said to him, "Who gave man his mouth? Who makes him deaf or mute? Who gives him sight or makes him blind? Is it not I, the LORD ? Now go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say." 

The LORD pointed out to Moses that it was God who gives all good gifts, including the ability to speak, and even the words to say.  Moses needed to understand that it was not his skill or ability that was on display here, but the Word of God.

Often we, too, have issues with being God’s spokesmen.  We might not think we have the ability or words to get the idea across.  We might be afraid that our words will not be well-received.  But the crucial issue in “speaking the truth in love” is not us and our words, but the Word of God.  As we grow in our understanding and connection with the Bible and the Sacraments, God will teach us what to say and give us courage to speak when the time is right.

Thousands of years later, Peter and John would fearlessly proclaim to the Sanhedrin in Acts 4:
   “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God's sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” 

By hearing and seeing Jesus Peter and John were led to confess their faith in a Savior from sin.  God grant that we continue to grow in the Word, so that we also testify fearlessly to the truth of God’s Word!

“in view of God’s mercy”

What kind of view do you have out your window?  A lovely seashore?  Majestic mountains?  Tranquil forests?

Or is your view a bit more mundane—the back of the neighbor’s garage, an empty parking lot, or a weed-filled field?

The Bible points us to a scene of both incredible ugliness and awesome beauty—the view of the cross at Calvary.  The ugliness of the sacrifice, the brutality of a criminal’s death on the cross—these views make us cringe.  But when we understand that Jesus was on the cross suffering for the sins of the world, we also see the beauty of God’s love, and the completeness of his sacrifice.  We understand that Jesus was on the cross in our place, for our sins, to win for us eternal life.

The entire book of Romans reminds us to view that scene often—every day, if we can—so that we can remember the love of God.  Romans 12 encourages us to let that view affect our view of life:

   Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God–this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is–his good, pleasing and perfect will.
As believers, the view of the cross changes who we are and what we value.  It allows us to put God and his concerns first, and to worship (“declare worthy”) Him not only in church but also at home and at work.  It creates in us an awareness of his will, and a desire to learn more about Him.

This view of God, revealed in the death of Jesus Christ, renews who we are and what we do.  That’s quite a view!

“This is why I sacrifice to the Lord…”

To whom do you belong?

Chances are, a question such as this might cause us to scratch our heads.  Some might say they belong to no one.  Others might mention a loved one.  Still others would acknowledge that God created us.

This question, however, was not difficult for the firstborn at the time of the first Passover.  God had gone through the land, and had killed the firstborn in Egypt.  In doing so, he had expressed his power and judgment on the sins of Pharaoh and the Egyptians.  He also provided a way for the firstborn of the Israelites to be saved, as mentioned in Exodus 12:

    "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.” 

In saving the firstborn of Israel, God demonstrated his ownership of the firstborn of every family in Israel.  At that time he also set up a lasting ordinance for the Israelites—a way to remember the judgment and goodness of God.  He speaks of it further in Exodus 13:

    "In days to come, when your son asks you, 'What does this mean?' say to him, 'With a mighty hand the LORD brought us out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let us go, the LORD killed every firstborn in Egypt, both man and animal. This is why I sacrifice to the LORD the first male offspring of every womb and redeem each of my firstborn sons.' And it will be like a sign on your hand and a symbol on your forehead that the LORD brought us out of Egypt with his mighty hand." 

Like the Passover lamb, Jesus was a sacrifice that saved us from death.  The Father in heaven gave up his firstborn Son to redeem us.  His blood is a sign for us that the penalty of hell has been paid, and that we have been released from slavery to the devil and brought into the kingdom of God.
Through this blood we become God’s firstborn—children of God who have been set free.  Romans 8 testifies to the power of that adoption:
For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.” The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs–heirs of God and coheirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.
As children of God, we belong to him.  His blood on you marks you as his own, redeemed and dearly loved.

“Forty”

Certain numbers in the Bible have an association attached to them.  For example, the number three reminds us of the three-in-one nature of God.  The number seven is tied in with creation.  There were twelve tribes of Israel and twelve apostles.  Another such number is the number forty.

Using www.Biblegateway.com, I put in the term “forty days” and did a search through the Bible (NIV, or New International Version).  I came across the following important references:

Genesis 7—During the flood, it rained for forty days and forty nights.

Exodus 24 & 34—Moses was up on the Mt. Sinai in the presence of the LORD for forty days and forty nights.

I Samuel 17—Goliath taunted the Israelite army for forty days before David went out to fight him.

Matthew 4, Mark 1, Luke 4—Jesus went without food for forty days in the desert, before he was tempted.

Acts 1—After his resurrection, Jesus appeared to his disciples many times for a forty-day stretch, before ascending into heaven.

What do all of these cases have in common?  A time of testing, followed by an exhibition of God’s grace and power.  The flood waters ceased.  Moses came down from the mountain with the Ten Commandments.  David was allowed to defeat Goliath.  Jesus resisted the devil perfectly.  Jesus ascended into heaven, and sent the Holy Spirit on Pentecost.
We, too, may experience times of suffering, trial and waiting.  We, too, may feel that we are spiritually starving or thirsting.  We too, might be presented with temptations or challenges that we feel are too great for us to overcome.

In all of these cases, we can be certain that God has a plan, and that he will carry out his plan according to his own timetable.  Thus, we can remember the words of Psalm 130:

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. 

“You have come…”
One unfulfilled desire I had when I lived in California was to climb the local mountain, Mt. Shasta.

Mt. Shasta sits in the middle of northern California, a peak that stays snow-covered year-round.  At 14,162 feet, it stands out from the neighboring lower mountains.  I could see it from a street near our house.  Many people climbed it in the late summer, and a few in the rest of the year.

But to climb it requires specialized equipment, and a rigorous exercise routine to prepare.  A guide is not a bad idea, as well.  But most of all, you need nice weather.  To get caught on top of the mountain in a blizzard or a thunderstorm is to be at risk of life.

A similar scene greeted the children of Israel when they came to the mountain of God, Mt. Sinai, in Exodus 19:

    “On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. Everyone in the camp trembled.  Then Moses led the people out of the camp to meet with God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain.  Mount Sinai was covered with smoke, because the LORD descended on it in fire. The smoke billowed up from it like smoke from a furnace, the whole mountain  trembled violently,  and the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder. Then Moses spoke and the voice of God answered him.”
To come before the presence of God was terrifying enough for the Israelites, but to appear before God in his power and wrath was truly terrifying.  The Bible tells us that even Moses trembled with fear.

Each of us will one day appear before God, and stand and give an account of what we have done and not done.  Like the Israelites, and Moses, we cannot help but cower at the thought of that appearance.  This is because we can understand from the Word of God that we cannot keep God’s commandments, not even one, not even for a day.  Not only can we not climb the mountain of God’s Law, we cannot even muster the courage to try and approach it.
This is why God sent his Son Jesus to be a living stone, a rock which was rejected by men, but used as the cornerstone of our faith.  His rock-hard resolve to live a perfect life, and die on the cross, deflected the wrath of God from us onto himself.  His willingness to be forsaken by God paid the price of death for us.

This sacrifice left us free to approach God in a different manner—understanding that our sins have been paid for by God.  Hebrews 12 speaks of this new mountain of God that we have come to through Jesus Christ:

  You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that no further word be spoken to them, because they could not bear what was commanded: “If even an animal touches the mountain, it must be stoned.” The sight was so terrifying that Moses said, “I am trembling with fear.” 

   But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. 

Since Christ has climbed the mountain of Gethsemane, we have free access to the mountain of God, the new Jerusalem.  Praise be to God for his climb!
“things that make them unclean…”

“No one will ever have to know…”

“Let’s just keep this between the two of us…”

“If I can just do this once, I will never do it again…”

Ever heard such words?  Ever thought them?  There is a strong tendency in us to rationalize our sins, and to assume that if no human finds out, nobody knows.  The thinking extends to the idea that if no human knows, then the sin is somehow excusable.

A little bit of reading in the Scriptures will point out the error of this thinking.  But the point is, when I am committing this type of sin, I don’t want to have my thinking cleared up.  I want to pretend to be ignorant, hoping that it will excuse my sin.

This can apply to cheating on income taxes, having one beer too many, speeding on the interstate, flirting with the person at work, stealing a glance at another person’s test, and many, many other sins.  Yet for each of these sins God sees all, knows all, judges all, and condemns all.  “For nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight,” says Hebrews 4. “Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.”

We see the account of a sinful desire to hide and conceal sin in Luke 8.  Jesus is asked to go and heal the daughter of Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue.  As he was preparing to go, he was sinned against secretly;

   As Jesus was on his way, the crowds almost crushed him. And a woman was there who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years, but no one could heal her. She came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak, and immediately her bleeding stopped. 

The woman who touched Jesus sinned against him by making him ceremonially unclean.  She knew the law of God, written in Leviticus 15:

     " 'When a woman has a discharge of blood for many days at a time other than her monthly period or has a discharge that continues beyond her period, she will be unclean as long as she has the discharge, just as in the days of her period.  'You must keep the Israelites separate from things that make them unclean, so they will not die in their uncleanness for defiling my dwelling place, which is among them.' " 

To touch Jesus was to make him unclean, to render him unable to be among people for the rest of the day.  He certainly could not go to the house of Jairus and heal the daughter.  In her despair she probably thought that Jesus would not know about the touching, and that he would not know he was ceremonially unclean.  This sinful solution led her to compromise her faith and secretly look for the healing Jesus provided.
What was Jesus’ response to this act of shame and faith?  Luke 8 tells us that he sought to make the action public, so that she would see the danger in secrecy.  And then he took away her sin:

   “Who touched me?” Jesus asked. 

   When they all denied it, Peter said, “Master, the people are crowding and pressing against you.” 

   But Jesus said, “Someone touched me; I know that power has gone out from me.” 

   Then the woman, seeing that she could not go unnoticed, came trembling and fell at his feet. In the presence of all the people, she told why she had touched him and how she had been instantly healed. Then he said to her, “Daughter, your faith has healed you. Go in peace.” 

Jesus healed the woman out of love for her.  He did not judge her sin, but forgave her sin and gave her the peace which only he can give.

When we sin, and seek to cover up that sin, true healing and help is only found in Jesus.  God grant us the humility to admit our need for a Savior, and to reach out and touch him in our time of need, confident that he can heal us.  
“A Sabbath of rest”

The story is told that, in the heady days at the start of the Soviet Union, the leaders of the new government decided to redefine the work week to last for ten days instead of seven.  This would give more days of labor, and make the country more productive.  Only one problem—the people could not work for nine days straight without a break—they soon tired and productivity fell.

In the Old Testament book of Leviticus, God set up a routine of six days of labor and one day of rest in chapter 23:

   "There are six days when you may work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of rest, a day of sacred assembly. You are not to do any work; wherever you live, it is a Sabbath to the LORD.”
Notice the title given to this day—a “day of assembly.”  On this day the children of Israel were to put aside their daily efforts and gather together to worship God.  This was not to be the only day they heard or studied God’s Word—that was a daily task given to them—but it was to be a special day of “collective rest” and worship, a day of remembering and proclaiming the love of God to each other.
In the New Testament church, we also follow this time-honored tradition of gathering together one day a week to gain “collective rest.”  This day often falls on a Sunday, to commemorate the day Jesus rose from the dead.  For Jesus is the center of our “collective rest.”  When he died on the cross, he put to rest the wrath of God.  When he rose, he put to rest our fears of dying.  And when he ascended, he went to prepare a place for us in heaven, a rest for those weary of living in a world of sin.

Hebrews 4 points us to this rest:

There remains, then, a Sabbath rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters God's rest also rests from his own work, just as God did from his. Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by following their example of disobedience.

We enter that rest through faith in Jesus, and through gathering together around his Word and Sacraments.  Praise God for his weekly Sabbath of rest!

“Are we all going to die?”
The children of Israel must have thought they had it made, after they left the land of Egypt.  They saw how God had defeated the power of the magicians and leaders of Egypt, and had destroyed the cream of the Egyptian army in the Red Sea.  They had received food from heaven, water from a rock, and had seen God’s majesty and heard his voice thundering from Mt. Sinai.  This mighty God had chosen them as his people, and had promised to give them the land of Canaan.  Things were really looking up for the ex-slaves known as Israel.

Problems began to arise, however, when the people saw what it meant to be in close proximity to a powerful and “jealous” God.  The book of Numbers tells about the children of Israel failing time after time—whether that was complaining about the food, rebelling against the leadership of Moses and Aaron, turning away from the promise of God at the border of Canaan, or breaking the Sabbath, the children of Israel came to see that they could not be perfect, as the Lord commanded.

Numbers 17 tells about their reaction to one such failure:

     The Israelites said to Moses, "We will die! We are lost, we are all lost!  Anyone who even comes near the tabernacle of the LORD will die. Are we all going to die?" 

The Israelites had a moment of clarity, in which they saw what it meant to be placed under the law.  Their reaction was one of despair—they were crushed by their own sinfulness, and saw their own inability to keep their side of the bargain.  They came to see their lost condition.

Our society today is filled with the culture of success, but even we must admit that we fail to keep God’s commands.  When we hear the commandments and think about the perfection our God demands, we too might, at times, be driven to wonder if we are lost, and are going to die.
An initial answer is “Yes.”  Since we are just as sinful as the nation of Israel, and since God has not changed since that time, we too are under the judgment of God’s wrath.

But the better answer is “No.”  At just the right time, the Bible tells us, God sent his Son to do what we could not do—to be perfect for us, to be “lost to God” on the cross, and to die in our place.  Romans 5 summarizes his work this way:

  You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

   Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God's wrath through him! For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation. 

God grant us the clarity to see our lost condition, and the faith to turn to our Savior from sin for saving and reconciliation and rejoicing!
“See the land…”

Ever buy a house sight unseen?  How about a piece of land?  Realtors and investment advisors would strongly object to such an approach, even if a picture was provided, because of the potential for fraud.  Only if you implicitly trusted a person would you let that person pick out a home or a piece of land for you.

As the people of Israel approached the promised land of Canaan a second time in the book of Numbers 27, God told Moses:

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Go up this mountain in the Abarim range and see the land I have given the Israelites.  After you have seen it, you too will be gathered to your people, as your brother Aaron was,  for when the community rebelled at the waters in the Desert of Zin, both of you disobeyed my command to honor me as holy before their eyes."
The land that Moses was to see was the Promised land of Canaan—a land that God had said he would give to the people Israel.  It was a land “flowing with milk and honey,” a land that would be the possession of the people of Israel as a gift of God.
But the land God actually gave Moses (through death) was a better land, a land called heaven.  Hebrews 11 gives us insight into the common faith of Moses and others in the Old Testament:

   All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth. People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own. If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return. Instead, they were longing for a better country–a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them. 

Since the fall of man into sin, God has prepared for his children a promised land, filled with the love of God, a land that will be the eternal gift to his children.  This promised land was won for us by Jesus when he died on the cross.  This land is “sold” to us sight unseen, through faith in the promise made.  Our relationship with the living and faithful God gives us confidence to trust in that promise.  God calls to us to believe that message today, and to “see the land.”  Do you see it?
“The death of the high priest…”

Just yesterday, a new pope was “elected” by the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church.  Almost immediately, the newswires were abuzz with stories about what this might mean.  Many of the articles expressed interest as to what the new pope’s policies would be.  The death of John Paul II brought about change.
A similar picture is seen in the book of Numbers 35, written by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. It tells about the process by which a person who unintentionally killed another might be saved:

    " 'But if without hostility someone suddenly shoves another or throws something at him unintentionally  or, without seeing him, drops a stone on him that could kill him, and he dies, then since he was not his enemy and he did not intend to harm him,  the assembly must judge between him and the avenger of blood according to these regulations.  The assembly must protect the one accused of murder from the avenger of blood and send him back to the city of refuge to which he fled. He must stay there until the death of the high priest, who was anointed with the holy oil. 

The picture of an unintentional killer hiding in a city of refuge, waiting for the death of the high priest, is a powerful one.  Even more powerful is the picture of liberation when the high priest died and a new high priest was selected.  The death of the high priest led to change.
The book of Hebrews, chapter 2, applies this historical fact to our lives today:
   Since the children have flesh and blood, he (Jesus) too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death–that is, the devil– and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham's descendants. For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people.

Jesus is our great high priest, who came from heaven to be our servant.  He lived a holy life.  No foolish or sinful word ever crossed his lips.  His prayers and life were above reproach.  As the high priest, he sacrificed himself on the cross in a way that no human could ever do, becoming the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.

When we find ourselves trapped in sin, even unintentional sin, we can flee for refuge to the lover and Savior of our souls, Jesus Christ.  We too have an offer of refuge at the foot of the cross.  There we can see that the death of our great high priest, Jesus Christ, has changed everything.

“To the right or to the left…”

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

It is interesting to me to see he variety of drivers on a given road.  Some will drive very close to the median line, almost veering into the oncoming lane.  Others will stay as close as possible to the outside curb, perhaps hitting the gravel once in a while.  While both are legal, the ideal would be to drive down the center of the road.  The middle way is the safest way.
It is often said that the devil sends temptations in pairs, hoping and planning to get us to sin in one way or another.  After repeating the commandments in the Deuteronomy 5, Moses reminded the children of Israel that it was possible to sin in two different directions:

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

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

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

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

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

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

   Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.
God grant us the vision through the Word of God to see our sinfulness, to turn away from “the right and the left,” and to trust implicitly in the “author and perfecter of our faith.”

“A small spark…”

For our family, living in California had its share of memorable moments, but one of the best was the day we put our house up for sale.  I had spent almost 3 weeks getting the house ready to sell, repainting, cleaning and fixing things up.  Finally I took the sign out into the yard, and was preparing to pound it in, when I heard the steady buzz of a fire plane overhead.  I looked up, and saw a dark cloud of smoke coming from the ravine behind our subdivision.  From that moment, I figured I would be getting rid of the house one way or another!

As I went over to look at the wildfire in the ravine, I talked with a neighbor.  He told me that some of the teens had been smoking in the ravine, and one had not put out his cigarette butt.  Such a small fire in dry conditions led to a grassfire that threatened homes and lives.

James 3 reminds us that we, too, live in a dry and fire-prone world:

Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.
In a practical sense, we might take courses, write down notes, and “hold our tongue,” to try to limit the evil that we might do with our words.  But in a real sense, we cannot begin to even try to change the essential nature of who we are.  Having a sinful nature and a tongue is, as the book of James testifies, a flammable combination.

Thus, it is great news that when Jesus came into the world, he came even to be perfect in his words.  Isaiah 53 looks forward to his perfect control by both what he didn’t say and what he did say:

7 He was oppressed and afflicted, 

    yet he did not open his mouth; 

    he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, 

    and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, 

    so he did not open his mouth. 

    8 By oppression and judgment he was taken away. 

    And who can speak of his descendants? 

    For he was cut off from the land of the living; 

    for the transgression of my people he was stricken. 

    9 He was assigned a grave with the wicked, 

    and with the rich in his death, 

    though he had done no violence, 

    nor was any deceit in his mouth. 

The death of Jesus was for our lies, our hurtful words, and our inflaming comments.  When he paid for those sins, they were washed away in his blood.  In their place, he sends his Holy Spirit to give us his words, and attitude, and control of our tongue.  Thus, for a Christian, the outer fire of the tongue finds its source and direction in the inner fire of the Holy Spirit.
May God grant each of us a full measure of this inner fire, through His Word!

“(do not) let them slip from your heart…”

“I don’t love you any more…”

These may be the most heart-breaking words in the world.  When a person hears them, he knows that a dearly-held relationship has been broken, and strong emotions tend to follow.  He also knows that strong action is needed, to rebuild the relationship and restore the love.

In Deuteronomy 4, Moses warned the people not to let their love of God’s commands die:

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.  Remember the day you stood before the LORD your God at Horeb, when he said to me, "Assemble the people before me to hear my words so that they may learn to revere me as long as they live in the land and may teach them to their children."
Unfortunately, the Bible tells us that all too quickly, the people of Israel did let these things slip from their hearts.  Judges 2 tells us:

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

This same process of falling “out of love” still occurs today, according to James 2:

When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is fullgrown, gives birth to death. 

Because God knew the shallowness of our love, he decided to go into strong action, to rebuild our relationship with him and restore the love between us.  He sent the King of love, Jesus Christ, to live a consistent and persistent life of holiness.  While others around him were wracked by emotion and sin, Jesus kept his eyes firmly fixed on the cross.  And there he showed the greatest love of all—he died for us, taking away all of our sins of fickleness and unfaithfulness.

Isaiah 53 reminds us of the extent of that love:

Surely he took up our infirmities 

    and carried our sorrows, 

    yet we considered him stricken by God, 

    smitten by him, and afflicted. 

But he was pierced for our transgressions, 

    he was crushed for our iniquities; 

    the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, 

    and by his wounds we are healed. 

 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, 

    each of us has turned to his own way; 

    and the LORD has laid on him 

    the iniquity of us all. 

Praise be to God, that although our love slips, his never does!

“the mind of Christ”

What do YOU think?  What is YOUR opinion?

The modern democracy lives and dies on its polling.  Politicians make choices based on opinion polls.  Advertising is valued based on the number of people who watch and approve the message.  Even in our everyday life, we tend to seek out the opinions of others in regard to what school to use, what doctor to visit, and which stores offer the best value.  

But a difficulty arises when we take this standard and seek to apply it to God.  I Corinthians 2 points out the difficulty:

  We do, however, speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. No, we speak of God's secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. However, as it is written: 

“No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived 

what God has prepared for those who love him”
· but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. 

The Word of God testifies that God’s wisdom is so far above ours, that we cannot even begin to understand it naturally, much less recommend it to others.  This wisdom was hidden in the person of Jesus Christ.  Because the wisdom of man cannot understand it, it also cannot approve of it.  In a public opinion poll about Jesus, the approval rating by sinful man would be 0%.
This is why the work of the Holy Spirit is so important.  As God, he knows, reveals, and teaches us these “secret things” of God.  He does this through the Word, as I Corinthians 2 testifies:
   The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man's spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words. The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man's judgment: “For who has known the mind of the Lord 
      that he may instruct him?” 
But we have the mind of Christ. 

Through hearing, reading, and thinking about the Word of God the Holy Spirit teaches us to understand God’s plan.  The Holy Spirit shows us a Savior from sin; a Savior who comes to take away our own foolish thinking, and replace it with the “mind of Christ.”  That same Spirit strengthens us and keeps us in the faith.  Praise be to God, who has given us His Spirit of truth!
“I am strong”

Evolution teaches the law of survival of the fittest.  This law tells us that in a given environment, there will always be some organisms that are stronger and better adapted to the environment.  They may be healthier, better camouflaged, or more apt at gathering food or reproducing.  Because of this advantage, they will gradually take over the environment and thrive, while those that are weaker will eventually fail and die out.
This law can be seen not only in the forest, but also in our society.  Businesses seek competitive advantages.  Workers boost their resumes.  Nations establish policies, build military might, and vie in the diplomatic arena for supremacy.

Therefore it is always tempting for us to try to apply this common concept to the world of religion.  Only those churches with the winning program will thrive.  Only those pastors with the cutting edge message will be heard.  Only those Christians with the best faith and lives will reach heaven.

The reality of God, is however, exactly the opposite.  Time and time again God tells us that only the weak survive and thrive.  Paul speaks of this in 2 Corinthians 12:

    To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 

Paul here was testifying to the person and approach of Jesus Christ.  In Philippians 2, he shows the power of God, revealed in the “weakness” of Jesus Christ:
     Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
    Who, being in very nature God, 
      did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
    but made himself nothing, 
      taking the very nature of a servant, 
      being made in human likeness. 
    And being found in appearance as a man, 
      he humbled himself 
      and became obedient to death— 
         even death on a cross!
Through faith, Paul realized that when he—the prideful Paul—was weak, then he—the Paul who leaned on Christ—was strong.  God grant us this same weakness in ourselves, and the same strength in Jesus Christ!
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