“Many other…”

What color was Jesus’ hair?  Eyes?  Clothes?

Was he short or tall?  Bearded or not?

Perhaps you have heard questions like this, or even thought them.  Although we know many things about Jesus, there are also things we do not know.  One might be inclined to wonder why these things are not told to us.  If a little information is good, then isn’t more better?  Or perhaps the Word of God needs a bit more to make it truly effective?

Believe it or not, one of the gospel writers, John, addresses these issues in John 20 and 21:

    Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.

    Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.

John answers our questions in two ways:

1) By telling us that Jesus did indeed do many other things.

2) By pointing out that the things that are written down by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit are sufficient for building up our faith in Jesus Christ.

Because we have a sinful nature, we tend to want to look beyond the Bible, or make up things in addition to it.  We have a natural tendency to try and add to or “complete” God’s Word with our word.

Fortunately, when Jesus died on the cross for our sins, he also died for this sinful tendency, as well as every other sin.  He suffered on the cross for our wanderings, and went to hell for our speculation.  He then rose, triumphantly, from the grave, and ascended into heaven.  From there, he sends out his Word throughout the world, to bring people to know the revealed truth.  Having taken away our sins, he gives us his focused life as a free gift.

Paul reminded his friend in I Timothy 3 to make the “main thing” the “main thing,” and through these words we are reminded as well:

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

“May your money perish with you”

“Money makes the world go ‘round,” or so the saying goes.

We spend large amounts of time in our lives, earning and spending money.  We think about it, plan for the use of it, grow happy when we get it, and sad when we lose it.  The dollar is a fair representative of the American way of thinking.

Unfortunately, it can be argued persuasively from the book of Acts that the American way of thinking is not God’s way of thinking.  In the early church, people sold property and gave away the money.  They lived together with communal money, taking what they needed and giving as they received.  For those in the book of Acts, money was just not that important.  For some, it became a snare and a trap.

Acts 8 tells of a new Christian who was trapped by money:

   Now for some time a man named Simon had practiced sorcery in the city and amazed all the people of Samaria. He boasted that he was someone great, and all the people, both high and low, gave him their attention and exclaimed, "This man is the divine power known as the Great Power." They followed him because he had amazed them for a long time with his magic. But when they believed Philip as he preached the good news of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. Simon himself believed and was baptized. And he followed Philip everywhere, astonished by the great signs and miracles he saw. 

    When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that Samaria had accepted the word of God, they sent Peter and John to them. When they arrived, they prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit had not yet come upon any of them; they had simply been baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. Then Peter and John placed their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit. 

    When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles' hands, he offered them money and said, "Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit." 

    Peter answered: "May your money perish with you, because you thought you could buy the gift of God with money! You have no part or share in this ministry, because your heart is not right before God. Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord. Perhaps he will forgive you for having such a thought in your heart. For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive to sin." 

Before we swell up with pride, let it be noted that there is still the temptation for us to make money our God.  We might think that we are better Christians by giving more in offerings, denying ourselves, or helping the church more.  To all such focus on money, God judges, “May your money perish with you!”

Our sins demand payment, but “what can a man give in exchange for his soul?”  Our sins’ payment had to be a perfect life, freely given as a sacrifice.  Jesus did just this, giving up the riches of heaven and coming to this world to pay the penalty for us.  His death paid for our greed.  His perfect life of focus is the gift of God, given to us through faith.

Faith focuses first on God, and then sees money as a distant second.  The things of God do not come with money.  They come through His Word and Sacraments.  A Christian understands this, and battles against the temptation to make money a god, even a god in service to the church.
God grant us the wisdom to undervalue money, and value God and his Word!

“The whole will of God…”

What does God want from me?  That question can be asked by the anguished soul, struggling with the difficulty of living in a sinful world, or by the pious soul, who has been able to “taste and see that the Lord is good.”

I suspect that there are many answers to this question, but let us listen to Paul’s answer, given to his dear Ephesian Christian friends, as he said good-bye to them for the last time, in Acts 20:

    From Miletus, Paul sent to Ephesus for the elders of the church. When they arrived, he said to them: "You know how I lived the whole time I was with you, from the first day I came into the province of Asia. I served the Lord with great humility and with tears, although I was severely tested by the plots of the Jews. You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house. I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus. 

    "And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there. I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me. However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God's grace. 

   "Now I know that none of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever see me again. Therefore, I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of all men. For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God. Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. 

    "Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”
What a list of what God wants!  He wants:
· His Word to be preached boldly and publicly.

· The Gospel to go out into the whole world

· His whole will (both Law and Gospel) to be proclaimed

· Christians to watch their lives and beliefs carefully.

· Christians to be on their guard.

· To build us up and give us an inheritance.

Luther, in his explanation to the Petition of the Lord’s Prayer called, “Thy Will be done on earth as in heaven,” expresses it this way:  “God’s good and gracious will is certainly done, even without our prayer, but we pray in this petition that it may be done among us also.”

The question of God’s Will, then, inevitably points me back to my will.  And there I see a sinful and recalcitrant man, who wants nothing of what God wants.  I see that the primary limitation to God’s Will being done in my life is me, and my sinful desires.

One thing God wants for my life is that I recognize that sin, and see my need for help.  But he also wants me to have a Savior, and to that end, he gave up his Son, Jesus, as a free gift.  He wants me, and all others, to come to have our needs met in His gift, Jesus the Christ.

Because God wills it, he gives us his Word and Sacraments, to point out sin and point to a Savior from sin.  May we always value them as expressions of his will, and turn to them often!

“from God”

Perhaps you have heard of the phrase “alien abduction.”  The idea is that while a person is sleeping at night, an alien spaceship comes and takes the person away to conduct experiments.  Then the person is put back into bed, and their memory is altered to make them forget the whole event.  The assumption is that the aliens have a technology and power that makes such unusual things possible.

Although many view this idea with a skeptical eye, the Bible does speak of a type of “alien abduction,” 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 Bible tells us that we live in a world that is full of sin.  Because of the grace of God, he sent Jesus into the world on a kidnapping mission—to save us from this world, the devil and ourselves.  This action is “alien” in the sense that it comes from outside of us, and not from anything we do.  It is “from God,” and happens by His power, the Gospel.
Of course, the difference between other forms of “alien abduction” and this one, is that God intends all of this for our good, and will not force us to come to him.  But he does continue to call out to all nations, through his powerful Word, encouraging them to consider the love and majesty of God.  This love and majesty first offends us, then shocks us, then humbles us, and finally moves us to love him in return.

Whenever we hear or read the Bible, we tap into the power of God for salvation.  Whenever we hear about sins, we see our need for a Savior from outside of this sinful world.  And whenever we look to Christ, we see one who comes to give us “righteousness,” or a right relationship with God.  He comes from God, to us, to take us to be with Him eternally.  Praise to Him for his “alien abduction!”
“an offering acceptable to God”

“What can I bring?”  You may have heard or said these words, when invited to a party.  The desire to help out shows an appreciation both for the hosts and for opportunity to get together.

“What can I bring to the LORD?”  You may also have heard or said these words, when invited to come and stand in the presence of God on a given Sunday.  This desire to bring a gift springs from an appreciation for God’s goodness and the opportunity to gather together to hear about His love.
Now, in one sense, we can bring nothing to God, because he owns everything.  He has no needs.  He is the giver of all good gifts.  And no matter what we seek to bring, it is tainted and twisted by sin.

But in another sense, any gift we bring is holy and pleasing to God.  This is because through Christ, God has forgiven our sins and cleansed us from all unrighteousness.  When Jesus died, the guilt of our sin was taken away, and his perfection was given to us a free gift.  Faith clings to the promise of forgiveness and new life.

Paul’s letter to the Romans shows that this twin understanding of sin and grace, and the desire to read, hear, learn and take to heart the Word of God, is our greatest gift to God.  God tells us this in Romans 15:

    I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another. I have written you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.
God grant that we always see the regular and persistent use of the means of grace as the best way to bring “an offering acceptable to God!”

“For when I am weak…”

“Lord, give me strength.”  So goes a common prayer among Christians.  To pray to God is a positive thing.  It is the expression of a living relationship with God.
But understand also what exactly it is you are praying for, when you pray this, or something like it:

1) You are asking God to help you to hear and use the means of grace.  God tells us that only through the Scripture in Word and Sacrament does he strengthen faith and turn away the devil.  So if I am lax in my use of the means of grace, and if I choose to stay away from them, I am actually praying that God use his mighty power to wake me up to see their importance.  That is a very dangerous prayer indeed!

2) You are asking God to give you greater testing in the future.  Just as a strong weight-lifter uses ever-heavier weights as he trains, so the Christian is tested with ever-greater trials as his faith grows.  A stronger faith means heavier tests.

3) You are asking God to give you weakness.  Paul expressed this most clearly when he asked God to take away his “thorn in the flesh.”  We don’t know what it was, but it must have limited his ministry.  The words of Paul are recorded 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.
Thus, the manner of God’s working often defies description or logic from our perspective.  If we ask for success, we often receive failure.  If we ask for wisdom, we often become foolish (in the eyes of this world).  If we ask for strength, we often receive weakness.

All this is done by God to keep us from focusing on ourselves, and to keep us turning to Jesus Christ, “so that Christ’s power may rest on me.”  His Law crushes us, so that we turn to Jesus and say, ‘Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner.”  And then, like the tax collector in the temple, we walk away justified through the atoning work of Jesus Christ on our behalf.  For as Jesus said, “many who are first will be last, and the last first.”

God grant us the understanding to pray to be weak, and “first” in Christ!

“if I rebuild what I destroyed”

Our family went to the beach the other day.  My son said to me, “I can’t wait to see the sand castle I built there a week ago!”  I had to smile, because I doubted that it would still be there.  Because of the effect of the tides, he nature of sand castles is very temporary, and most likely he would have to rebuild it.
Paul speaks of the process of breaking down and rebuilding in his letter to the Galatian Christians, in Galatians 2:

    "We who are Jews by birth and not 'Gentile sinners' know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified. 

    "If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ promotes sin? Absolutely not! If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove that I am a lawbreaker. 

By the grace of God, Paul’s sinful pride and confidence had been destroyed by the Law.  For Paul, it happened while he was on the road to Damascus.  For the Galatians, it was while Paul had preached and taught among them.  The Law had broken them all, and convinced them that they could not ever even begin to do the things that God had demanded of them.  They were led to see their inability to save themselves.

At this point Paul showed them that God had plans to justify them “by faith in Jesus Christ.”  He told them the sweet message that “God was in Christ justifying the world to himself.”  Since they could not save themselves, Christ saved them through his death and resurrection.  This freedom lifts us up, gives us confidence, and moves us to serve Him.
The problem was that the Galatians, having heard this message of freedom, at once went back to rebuilding what God had demolished.  Paul further wrote in Galatians 2:

For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!"
The natural sinful tendency for all men is to try to build on ourselves.  Since we continue to have that sinful nature, even after conversion, we too may find ourselves trying to rebuild what God has torn down.  In doing so, we too may earn the title of “lawbreaker.”

But thanks be to God that He continues to hold out his Law and Gospel, and that He never grows weary of dealing with our sins!  Like the tide, he comes and repeatedly destroys our sinful pride in ourselves, and builds up in us a faith that looks to Jesus.  He promises to continue this process until the day we die, or he returns to judge the world.
God’s means of grace accomplish this task on a daily basis.  May we daily join with the hymn writer who exclaimed, “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness!”

“the worst of sinners”

The other day someone asked me where I got my ideas for the devotions.  She told me that she was interested in the process involved, and pressed me for answers.

I don’t think that I did justice to her question, because I told her that I simply read the Bible and write down what God tells me.  But, after thinking about it, I am starting to think that it is a bit more complicated than that.

I think that I can break it down into three categories—where do the introductions come from, where does the awareness of sin come from, and where does the message of hope come from.  I really probably should have answered each in turn:

Where do the introductions come from?  I read God’s Word, and think about situations in life that mirror it.  I am guessing that others have some of the same experiences I do, and thus they can relate to a certain degree to my experiences. I would not make any special claims for them, however.  Mostly, they are just stories that have gotten me thinking.
Where does the awareness of sin come from?  This is an easy one.  Although I would like to claim extensive theological training, I must admit my primary qualification is having a sinful nature.  I see my own sins, and I understand how terrible they are before God.  I know their slipperiness, their resilience, and their persistence.  I know that in my sinful nature I cannot become a better person, change my sinfulness, or even want to change.  Left to myself, I am completely lost.
Where does the message of hope come from?  This is entirely the work of God.  He comes to me through the Word, and tells me that since I was lost, he found me.  He shows me the death of His Son on my behalf, and sends his Holy Spirit to create and build faith.  He gives me the righteousness of Christ as my own, and calls me His son.  As the explanation to the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed states, “He saved me, not with gold or silver, but with his holy, precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.”

I also believe that this pattern is the same one Paul followed in writing his letters.  One example of this is found in I Timothy 2:
 I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength, that he considered me faithful, appointing me to his service. Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in ignorance and unbelief. The grace of our Lord was poured out on me abundantly, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 

   Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life. Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen. 

I also believe that each Christian has access to this pattern of faith in the Word of God, to read, understand, confess, and share the message of God’s grace to a world dying of sin.  May we always see in ourselves “the worst of sinners,” but see in Christ the “King eternal!”
“things taught by demons”

I went over the to Church of Satan the other day for a class on how to raise my family well…(Long Pause)  Ok, not really.

I suspect none of us would do such a thing.  We would shudder at the mere idea of getting our information from such a source.  We might be interested in this particular topic, but would never think of listening to what the devil says about it.  Or would we?
The Bible tells us that there are just two sources of information—God, the Holy Trinity, and the “unholy trinity” of the devil, the world, and our sinful nature.  Jesus makes this contrast starkly in Matthew 12:

    "He who is not with me is against me, and he who does not gather with me scatters. And so I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come. 

Jesus here points out that there is no such thing as spiritual “neutrality.”  If a person seeks spiritual “neutrality” by manifestly ignoring the work of the Holy Spirit, that person’s spiritual situation is grave indeed.
I see this in myself when I look for wisdom and advice from this world’s sages and experts.  I have a tendency to want to hear human theories, no matter how far-fetched, rather than to look steadfastly at the “perfect law that gives life.”  I understand this as a method my sinful nature uses to avoid thinking about the real cause of my woes and troubles—my sin.

This sinfulness in us, and our desire to look elsewhere, is the reason that God had to come to us and get our attention.  He did this when he sent his Son Jesus, to preach to us, to live an obedient life, to die a purposeful death, and to raise himself again to life.  His ascension to heaven marked the beginning of his work of sending out his Word to the world, through his body, the church.

Paul spoke to his fellow teacher, Timothy, in I Timothy 4, and reminded him that the devil would keep teaching his false doctrine:

   The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron. They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know the truth. For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. 

    If you point these things out to the brothers, you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus, brought up in the truths of the faith and of the good teaching that you have followed. Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives' tales; rather, train yourself to be godly. For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come. 

    9\This is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance (and for this we labor and strive), that we have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior of all men, and especially of those who believe. 

When a minister points out “the truths of the faith,” he speaks from God.  When we hear and believe that Word, we “put our hope in the living God.”  God grant us faith to do so always!

“you have tasted…”

Got a favorite restaurant?  Café?  Grocery store?

Although variety is often valued, people tend to find something that they really like, and make it part of their regular schedule.  Whether that is a cup of coffee, or a hot dog, or something a bit fancier, they become regular customers because they enjoy the taste.

Hearing the Word of God can be like that.  Although at first it seems strange, the message of truth found in the Law can begin to grow on us.  We can begin to understand that we need to hear about our sins, and we need to know more about God’s nature, work and will for us.  As we see our need to hear the Word of God, we become regular customers.

But if the Law is necessary, the Gospel is pure delight.  The message that God was in Christ, reconciling the world to us, takes all the pressure off of us, and lets us see a God who oozes unconditional love.  This is a God who fulfills our needs, and who pours out his Word into our lives in complete measure.  The Gospel brings us joy, and we come to want that joy in our lives more and more.  The taste becomes too good to turn away or pass up.
This twin theme of needing the Law and delighting in the message of the Gospel are found in 1 Peter 1-2:
    Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart. For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God. For, 
   "All men are like grass, 
      and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; 
   the grass withers and the flowers fall, 
       but the word of the Lord stands forever." And this is the word that was preached to you. 

   Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind. Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good. 

Through the means of grace God sends us the sweet taste of forgiveness and eternal life in Jesus Christ.  May we continue to confess that we “ have tasted that the Lord is good!”
“walk as Jesus did”

WWJD?  It’s on wristbands, backpacks, and websites.  This popular acronym stands for the words, “What would Jesus do?”

In a sense, asking such a question is a wonderful idea.  It reminds us to focus on Jesus as a unique person, who is both God and man.  WWJD? Is much better than WW(a professional athlete)D? or WW(Oprah)D?

But when a person opens up the Bible and finds out what Jesus would (and did) do, it gets a bit scary.  It’s scary because we see Jesus being a perfect human being, in every way.  Even at his trial the Jews could find no sin with which to accuse him.
His perfection contrasts violently with my own imperfection.  I cannot be as perfect as Jesus was in thought, word or action, in what I do or don’t do, so I can’t ever begin to do what Jesus would do.  Left to myself, I would go my own way and be an enemy of God.

So perhaps a better expression might be, WDJD?  (What DID Jesus do?)  This is clearly revealed to us in John 1:

     In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. 

    Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

    There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.

    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. 

What he did was to become our friend, and to be our Savior.  He himself came to be “the light of men,” so that we might be “children of God.”
Another equally valid question is WDJD?  (What DOES Jesus do?)  This is revealed to us in 1 John 2:

     My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. 

    We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. The man who says, "I know him," but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his word, God's love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did. 

Right now Jesus is in heaven, speaking in our defense, putting his blood forward as an “atoning sacrifice.”  Right now he is spreading his word, and teaching his children to walk in his ways.

Finally, another fine question is, WWJD? (What WILL Jesus do?)  This is mentioned in 1 John 3:

    How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.
Because we cannot make ourselves be like Him, He promises to make us to be like Him!  Praise to Jesus for what he has done, still does, and will one day do!
“I am coming soon”

The famous rationalist Voltaire is quoted as saying, “God is dead.”

By this, he would explain, he did not mean that God had actually died a physical death, but rather that God was no longer important in the world’s great events.  The time of Christianity had come and gone.  The old premises were overthrown, and a new age, built on man, had begun.

We see the fruit of that “revolution” in our society today.  Although 90% or more of Americans believe that God exists, in most cases his Word does not inform their life much.  Many have ceased to think God important.

The same vice we see in the world we can see in ourselves.  Often we have a tendency to see the world as an ongoing homeland, rather than being “aliens and strangers” in the world.  We might hear words from Jesus that tell of an imminent return, and view them as distant prophecies rather than immediate concerns.  In doing so, we give evidence that the world is coming to a close.  2 Peter 3 reminds us:

   First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, "Where is this 'coming' he promised? Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation." But they deliberately forget that long ago by God's word the heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and by water. By these waters also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed. By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men. 

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

Repentance is a change of path, brought about by the preaching of Law and Gospel.  When we view God as “slow in keeping his promise,” we confess that we are drifting down a path of unbelief and defiance.  To travel too far down that path is to risk eternal separation from God.

Against such doubt, Jesus proclaims his promises, in Revelation 3:

I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name.
If we repent of our doubt, what do we have?  

What we have is Jesus Christ, our Savior, who came into this world to destroy the work of the devil, and to “bring life and immortality to light.”  He kept to the path of perfect obedience, never once doubting his Father’s power or plan.  And then he went to the cross to die for our fickleness.  He rose again to assure us of death’s defeat.  Today he preaches his Word, through the power of the Holy Spirit, to call men far and near to know him and trust in Him.

Some day soon, Jesus will return.  When he does, he will free us from all sin, and make each of us “a pillar in the temple of my God.”  God grant that we repent of our doubts, and trust that indeed he is “coming soon!”

“You are worthy”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

“Blessed are the dead…”

Are you looking forward to the weekend?  Perhaps it is a chance to just kick back and enjoy some free time.  No work, and perhaps family time as well.

Got a vacation coming up?  Or did you just finish one?  Either way, most people value their time off of work immensely.

The same is true for the children of God, but their labor is of a slightly different nature.  While they may work in the business world, they also “work” for the LORD in all that they do.  Some of that work is mentioned in the book of Revelation 14:

   Then I saw another angel flying in midair, and he had the eternal gospel to proclaim to those who live on the earth—to every nation, tribe, language and people. He said in a loud voice, "Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come. Worship him who made the heavens, the earth, the sea and the springs of water." 

    A second angel followed and said, "Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great, which made all the nations drink the maddening wine of her adulteries." 

    A third angel followed them and said in a loud voice: "If anyone worships the beast and his image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand, he, too, will drink of the wine of God's fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and his image, or for anyone who receives the mark of his name." This calls for patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's commandments and remain faithful to Jesus. 

In the terrible last days of the earth, there will be many people competing for worship.  The “work” of a Christian in these days is to “fear God,” “worship Him,” have “patient endurance,” and “remain faithful to Jesus.”

If this sounds like a tiring job, it most certainly is.  Because we have a sinful and corrupt nature, we cannot by ourselves accomplish this.  The entire world’s focus is on self, and we are in the world.  Added to all this is the work of the devil, who is like a “roaring lion seeking to devour” us.
Jesus came into this world to accomplish the task we could not, and to win the victory we did not.  He “made himself a servant,” tirelessly walking the path that led to Calvary.  When he said, “It is finished!” he declared that his work was done.

We have rest in Jesus Christ.  That rest comes to us when our time of grace on this earth is over.  This is why Revelation 14 continues:

    Then I heard a voice from heaven say, "Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." 
      "Yes," says the Spirit, "they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them." 

God grant us strength for our present “work,” and rest when our end comes, through Jesus Christ!

“On that very day…”

I still remember the birth of my son, when the doctor came in and asked us if we wanted to have him circumcised.  As the doctor described the process and benefits, I distinctly recall cringing inside, and thinking to myself, “Perhaps we could wait a while to do this to him.”

Life is full of unpleasant and difficult things for us to do—some are medical, some are household-related, and some are personal.  In every case, there is the temptation to wait a bit, to think about it some more, and to delay the action.  This can be a good thing, unless it is a matter of life and death.  Then we dare not delay, but need to act immediately.

The covenant of circumcision was given to Abraham in Genesis 17:

    Then God said to Abraham, "As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come. This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised. You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you.
This must have seemed unpleasant to Abraham, this new covenant with God.  Surely it was likely to interrupt his schedule.  It might have been very tempting to procrastinate, rationalize, or delay.  But wisdom recognized the relationship with God as being a matter of life and death.  

The wisdom of faith showed itself in the actions of Abraham, found later in Genesis 17:

   On that very day Abraham took his son Ishmael and all those born in his household or bought with his money, every male in his household, and circumcised them, as God told him. Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised, and his son Ishmael was thirteen; Abraham and his son Ishmael were both circumcised on that same day. And every male in Abraham's household, including those born in his household or bought from a foreigner, was circumcised with him.

Like Abraham, we hear the commands and requirements of our God, whenever we go to church, read our Bibles, or study the Catechism.  At times, the Law can strike us with such force that we see the matter of our sins very clearly.  It becomes a matter of life and death to us then.

At times such as these, a favorite tool of the devil is to get us to procrastinate or delay.  We might decide that tomorrow is a good day to start reading our Bibles, or that next week we will hear the Word of God in church.

To such delay, the Hebrews 10 speaks forcefully:

    It still remains that some will enter that rest, and those who formerly had the gospel preached to them did not go in, because of their disobedience. Therefore God again set a certain day, calling it Today, when a long time later he spoke through David, as was said before: 
   "Today, if you hear his voice, 
      do not harden your hearts. "For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken later about another day. 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. 

Today God would call us to see our sins and turn away from them.  Today God would instruct us to “circumcise our hearts.”  Today God would tell us to look to him for forgiveness of sins.

God longs to share this peace with us through his Word.  He tells us in Hebrews 4 that he will share the message of peace not with a knife, but with the Sword of the Spirit:

    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.
God only cuts to heal.  He only reveals to hide.  He only judges to condemn his Son in our place.  For every sin, God cut Jesus, on the cross.  For every secret trespass, God reveals our sins to hide them in Christ.  His revealing Word serves to make “him who had no sin be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God.”
All of this is ours “Today.”  God grant us the zeal to see the importance of his word, the humility to confess our sins, and the faith to look to him for pardon and peace.  Today!

“We’ve found water!”

Isaac had some water problems.

In the 26th chapter of Genesis, we hear that there was a famine in the land—a famine so severe that Isaac was considering moving to Egypt, to take advantage of the consistent watering provided by the Nile River.  But God came to him in a dream and told him, 

“Do not go down to Egypt; live in the land I tell you to live. Stay in this land for a while, and I will be with you and will bless you.”

So Isaac had some ongoing water problems.

His first solution was to try and use the wells his father had built.  Unfortunately, that also ran into problems.  Genesis 26 tells us:

“He (Isaac) had so many flocks and herds and servants that the Philistines envied him.  So all the wells that his father’s servants had dug in the time of his father Abraham, the Philistines stopped up, filling them with earth.”

“Then Ahimilech (the Philistine leader) said to Isaac:  ‘Move away from us; you have become too powerful for us.’ “

More water problems!  But it gets worse!  Genesis 26 later tells us:

“Isaac’s servants dug a well in the valley and discovered a well of fresh water there.  But the herdsmen of Gerar quarreled with Isaac’s herdsmen and said, “The water is ours!”  So he named the well Esek, because they disputed with him.  Then they dug another well, and they quarreled over that one also, so he named it Sitnah.  He moved on from there and dug another well, and no one quarreled over it.  He named it Rehoboth, saying ‘Now the Lord has given us room and we will flourish in the land.”
Later, we hear about a final well dug in this area:

“That day Isaac’s servants came and told him about the well they had dug.  They said, “We’ve found water!”

Likely, you and I could find some strong parallels to our lives in the water problems of Isaac.  Like Isaac, we live in a world that is dry as death, and needs the water of life provided through the Word.  Like Isaac, we might at times be tempted to ask God to take us to a better land.  Like Isaac, God has kept us in this world for a purpose.
Like Isaac, we might be tempted to simply do what our forefathers did, and hope that all works out well.  Like Isaac, we might find others who try to hinder our ongoing quest to have and share the water of life.  We might even find those who claim it as their own, and seek to drive us from it.

Like Isaac, we can know that God keeps his promises of life and love.  We know this because he kept the most important promise of sending a Savior from sin.   His plan was to provide the “living water,” and he was completely faithful to that plan.  In John 4, Jesus tells us:

    Jesus answered, "Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life."  

God grant us the persistence and confidence in the promise of God to “search the Scriptures,” so that each day we can declare with confidence, “We’ve found (living) water!”

“The gate of heaven”

Maybe you have heard jokes about the pearly gates, and St. Micheal standing there with a big book.  The idea is that after death, we stand before these gates and see if God will let us into heaven.  Our thoughts about our chances of passing through those gates tell quite a bit about how we view sin, God and ourselves.

The phrase “The gate of heaven” is found in Genesis 28.  In it, Jacob describes a dream he saw, while he slept on a rock in the wilderness:

    “Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Haran. When he reached a certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down to sleep. He had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.“
Jacob’s dream was especially significant because it followed a terrible sin—that of tricking his father into giving him his brother Esau’s blessing.  The sin was so bad that he was sent away to avoid having Esau kill him.  His only baggage on that trip was a staff, and a tremendous load of guilt.

But God did not come to condemn, but rather to bless:

There above it stood the LORD, and he said: "I am the LORD, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the land on which you are lying. Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All peoples on earth will be blessed through you and your offspring. I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you."
Jacob’s reaction is enlightening:

   When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, "Surely the LORD is in this place, and I was not aware of it." He was afraid and said, "How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven." 

    Early the next morning Jacob took the stone he had placed under his head and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on top of it. He called that place Bethel, though the city used to be called Luz. 

    Then Jacob made a vow, saying, "If God will be with me and will watch over me on this journey I am taking and will give me food to eat and clothes to wear so that I return safely to my father's house, then the LORD will be my God and this stone that I have set up as a pillar will be God's house, and of all that you give me I will give you a tenth."

Jacob did three things:

1) he trembled in fear at the thought of a holy God,

2) he recognized the special nature of that place, by setting up a stone of remembrance, and

3) he made vows to God in thankful love.

We, too, might have the reaction of Jacob when, in our sins and guilt, we see the face of God.  That might happen in church, in our Bible reading, or through the word of another Christian.  We, too, might recognize the importance of the event, and remember it for years to come.

But, also like Jacob, we can recognize that God comes to us to forgive our sins, and to wash away our guilt.  He did this through Jesus, who became the “stairway of heaven” by coming down to us in human form, and paying for our guilt on the cross.  By his resurrection he showed us that he is the “gate of heaven.”  Through Him we have the assurance of access to God eternally.

Thus, we do not need to fear standing before “pearly gates” on the last day, wondering whether we have a place in heaven.  Through Jesus, heaven is open, the stairway is working, and our eternal home is waiting for us.  Surely this truth is, as Jacob said, “the house of God!”

“I will go down to Egypt with you…”

What a family!  If you think you have family problems, consider the family of Israel:

· the family had no place they could call home

· the father was a known trickster and con man, with two wives

· the mothers were sisters who bickered

· Some of the children came from two servant women, who had been given to the father by the wives to have more children

· the oldest son had sex with one of the father’s servants

· the next two oldest sons had killed off an entire city out  of revenge

· the next oldest son had visited a prostitute while living among ungodly people, and kept his son from obeying the law

· all of the sons had schemed to sell their youngest brother in slavery, and had lied about his fate

All in all, Israel’s family today would likely fit in very well on daytime TV shows such as “Jerry Springer.”  Not exactly what we would call a “perfect” or even very “functional” family.

Yet God continued to show his grace and love to sinful people such as these.  Before Jacob went to go see his son in Egypt, God appeared to him and told him:

    And God spoke to Israel in a vision at night and said, "Jacob! Jacob!" 
      "Here I am," he replied. 

    "I am God, the God of your father," he said. "Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make you into a great nation there. I will go down to Egypt with you, and I will surely bring you back again. And Joseph's own hand will close your eyes." 

God had promised to bless this family through his Word, and to send a Savior to be a blessing to all the world.  Now he was busy keeping his promise, in an active way.  He would not leave this family alone, but would go with them.

In a sense, it is not surprising that God would use this family for his purposes.  In I Corinthians 1, he tells us that the same is true of us:

    Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: "Let him who boasts boast in the Lord."
So, if you live in a “perfect” family, there is cause for concern.  But if, like me, you live in a family that is imperfect, sinful, and needy, then rejoice, for your need is fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  Sinful and “dysfunctional” people who need a Savior find one in Jesus Christ, who lived spotlessly, died sinlessly, and rose to guarantee us a new and holy life in heaven eternally.  
God grant that the perfection of Christ is the only “perfection” we boast about or seek in our families!

“I am the LORD”

My son and I decided to go to a Packers preseason football game tonight.  Actually, I did the deciding, but my son is going to make sure that it happens.  Every hour or so, he will say to me, “We’re going to the game on Friday, right?”  He even got out a jersey with the name of the star quarterback, to wear to the game.  That marks him as a firm supporter of the team.

In a sense, this is the same approach used by God’s people throughout history.  God came to the people of Israel, and made promises to them: a God, a land, a nation, blessings, and a Savior.  The trust of the people was based on the knowledge that God cannot lie, but will always keep his promises.  Those promises were signed with the name of God.
As the children of Israel toiled away in slavery in Egypt, those promises must have seemed distant indeed.  This is why, when God appeared to Moses to remind him of God’s plan, he used the following words of reassurance, found in Exodus 6:

    God also said to Moses, "I am the LORD. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as God Almighty, but by my name the LORD I did not make myself known to them. I also established my covenant with them to give them the land of Canaan, where they lived as aliens. Moreover, I have heard the groaning of the Israelites, whom the Egyptians are enslaving, and I have remembered my covenant. 

    "Therefore, say to the Israelites: 'I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God. Then you will know that I am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. And I will bring you to the land I swore with uplifted hand to give to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob. I will give it to you as a possession. I am the LORD.' " 

God reminded Moses, and through him the children of Israel, that his promises are tied up in the very nature of who He is.  Because he is the LORD, he will keep his promises.  He cannot lie, and is all-powerful.  Moses, and the Israelite slaves, were encouraged to remember and trust in that fact.  His name guaranteed the fact.
In a similar fashion, we have many promises of God, foremost the forgiveness of sins through Jesus Christ.  These promises, too, are based on the very nature of God.  He will keep each of them.  When we doubt or fear, we are encouraged to examine again the nature of God in the Bible, and to see a God who has kept every promise, and who is powerful to save.  The name of Jesus is our guarantee that these promises are for us and for our children.
God grant that through faith we may trust firmly in the God who tells us, 

“I AM the LORD!”

“The Lord will reign for ever and ever”

What is the mark of a good leader?  That he keeps his followers in mind.  Our representative form of government is based on the premise that the elected leaders will follow our wishes.  If they do not, they will soon find themselves defeated at the polls.

But we would not expect that our elected leaders were also looking out for our enemies.  And we would be astonished if the same law designed to help us was also intended to help our enemies.
Yet this is the story of God’s work during the Egyptian captivity.  God was working each event out for the good of his people, the slave-nation Israel, as well as for the good of the Egyptians and Canaanites.

Exodus 15 points out this truth:

"Who among the gods is like you, O LORD ? 
       Who is like you— 
       majestic in holiness, 
       awesome in glory, 
       working wonders? 

You stretched out your right hand 
       and the earth swallowed them. 

"In your unfailing love you will lead 
       the people you have redeemed. 
       In your strength you will guide them 
       to your holy dwelling. 

The nations will hear and tremble; 
       anguish will grip the people of Philistia. 

The chiefs of Edom will be terrified, 
       the leaders of Moab will be seized with trembling, 
       the people of Canaan will melt away; 

terror and dread will fall upon them. 
       By the power of your arm 
       they will be as still as a stone— 
       until your people pass by, O LORD, 
       until the people you bought pass by. 

You will bring them in and plant them 
       on the mountain of your inheritance— 
       the place, O LORD, you made for your dwelling, 
       the sanctuary, O Lord, your hands established. 

The LORD will reign 
       for ever and ever." 

Each event of this story points out this truth:  
God used the plague on the first-born both to move Pharaoh to free the Israelites, and to warn the Egyptians to fear the LORD.  He used the Passover lamb to keep the Israelites from harm.
God used the parting of the Red Sea to rescue the fleeing slaves, and he used that same water to cover and destroy the army of Egypt.

He used the word of these miracles to encourage the Israelites, and to warn the inhabitants of Canaan to fear and honor God.

In a sense, however, such things should not surprise us, because they are still true today.  

God still uses trouble and trial in this life to encourage both follower and rebel to fear him.  He gave up his own Son, the Lamb of God, to keep his children from harm, and invites his children to eat his flesh and drink his blood in the Sacrament.

He still saves his children through the waters of Baptism, and through that means destroys the plans of the devil and the sinful world.

He still preaches and teaches his Word on a daily basis, to encourage his children to trust in Him, and to warn those who have turned away while there is still time.

God rules in the heavens, over all people!  His word goes out, warning those who seek to save themselves, and encouraging and forgiving those who need a Savior.  Praise the Lord that he reigns forever and ever!

“Charge him no interest…”

“Zero-interest loans, with no down-payment!”  Sound a little fishy? You and I might wonder what the catch will be.

In our modern society, we base economic system on the idea of earning and giving interest.  Money works for you.  Time is money.
When God gave the Ten Commandments in the book of Exodus, he also gave various commands to the children of Israel.  Among them was a command regarding interest in Exodus 22:

   "If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not be like a moneylender; charge him no interest. If you take your neighbor's cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, because his cloak is the only covering he has for his body. What else will he sleep in? When he cries out to me, I will hear, for I am compassionate.
According to God, the needy were to be given money free of interest, and even their meager pledges were not to be held from them.  This command was based on the majesty and compassion of God, who sees and judges all things.

If this seems shocking, it really is.  It commands each of us to consider a person more valuable than any possessions we might own, and to act accordingly.
Some might say that the Old Testament commands no longer apply to us, so that we can ignore this command of God.  But consider what Jesus said about this topic in Matthew 5:

And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.

    "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

If we examine ourselves by this standard, we have to admit that we have often loved money more than other people, and more than Jesus.  We have not willingly loaned and given to both friend and foe alike.  We have not met God’s demand that we “be perfect.”
Fortunately for us, Jesus was perfect.  He gave to all, even his enemies, freely and willingly.  His Good Friday gift of suffering in hell was his greatest gift of all to greedy mankind in need of perfection.  His resurrection gave us reassurance that “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself.”  Now, his perfectly giving life is credited to us, and we have a new attitude and way of thinking.

God in Christ has paid our debt, both principal and interest, in our time of need.  May we also strive to pay the debts of those around us!

“on Aaron’s forehead”

What do you have on your forehead?  Skin?  Wrinkles?  A few pimples?  

In the Old Testament description of the priestly garments of Aaron, God tells Aaron what he is to wear on his forehead.  This is found in Exodus 28:

  "Make a plate of pure gold and engrave on it as on a seal: ‘HOLY TO THE LORD.’ Fasten a blue cord to it to attach it to the turban; it is to be on the front of the turban. It will be on Aaron's forehead, and he will bear the guilt involved in the sacred gifts the Israelites consecrate, whatever their gifts may be. It will be on Aaron's forehead continually so that they will be acceptable to the LORD.
Aaron was to be representative for the people, standing between them and God.  He was declared “Holy to the LORD” by God, and that holiness was to be credited to the people.

Note, however, that this did not absolve the people of the duty to keep God’s Word ever before their eyes.  In Deuteronomy 6, Moses reminded the people to also keep the Law of God on their foreheads:
    Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.
Against this good advice, the children of Israel instead forgot the Word of the LORD.  They turned away to foreign gods, and their declared status as “Holy to the LORD” was cast aside.
But perhaps that is not a surprise to us.  As human beings, we too can confess that what we have proclaimed is not always God’s Word.  We, too, can admit, that at times we have carried a different sign on us—one with our name on it, and focused on our deeds and welfare.  Like the ancient Israelites, we have not been able to keep ourselves “Holy to the LORD.”

This failure is the reason God had planned to send into this world his Son, Jesus, whom Hebrews calls “a high priest who meets our needs.”  He bore on his forehead a crown of thorns, and even in his death his enemies put up a sign declaring that he was “King of the Jews.”  His death was for our failures, and his perfect life is given to us, as a free gift.  Revelation 14 reminds us that through his sacrifice, the “Father’s name” is written on the foreheads of those who “are blameless:”

    Then I looked, and there before me was the Lamb, standing on Mount Zion, and with him 144,000 who had his name and his Father's name written on their foreheads. And I heard a sound from heaven like the roar of rushing waters and like a loud peal of thunder. The sound I heard was like that of harpists playing their harps. And they sang a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures and the elders. No one could learn the song except the 144,000 who had been redeemed from the earth. These are those who did not defile themselves with women, for they kept themselves pure. They follow the Lamb wherever he goes. They were purchased from among men and offered as firstfruits to God and the Lamb. No lie was found in their mouths; they are blameless.
God has made us “blameless” through the work of Jesus Christ.  May he keep his name on us until the day we gather around the Lamb eternally!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 8-31-05 from Mt. Zion Lutheran Church (mtzionwi.org). I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith.  To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@mtzionwi.org.  To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@mtzionwi.org.
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