“this book”

Just as the words “the book of life” appear in the book of Revelation seven times (see yesterday’s E-votion at http://www.rehbergers.com/site/blogview2.asp?sec_id=2526&forum_id=1030&message_id=2479&topic_id=1499), so the words mentioned above appear seven times in the last chapter of the book of Revelation, chapter 22:

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

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

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

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

"Blessed are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree of life and may go through the gates into the city. Outside are the dogs, those who practice magic arts, the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters and everyone who loves and practices falsehood. 

"I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you this testimony for the churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the bright Morning Star." 

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

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

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

The grace of the Lord Jesus be with God's people. Amen.

The last chapter of the Bible reminds us of the importance of “this book,” by stressing the manner in which it is used.  God’s people are to:

· Keep all the words of this book (v. 9)

· Not to seal up the words of this book (v. 10)

· To hear the words of prophecy in this book (v. 18)

· Not to add or subtract from the words in this book (v. 18-19)

· Understand that the “tree of life” and “the holy city” are described in this book (v. 19)

Because we cannot see the “book of life” that belongs to the Lamb, that contains the names of those who will live eternally, we accept on faith that our names are written in it.  But because God knows our weakness and lack of faith, he does not leave us alone in times of doubt—he sends his counselor, the Holy Spirit, to strengthen and encourage us.  And he does this through the Word of God found in the Bible and the Sacraments.  In them, he comes to us and teaches us to know both our sins and our Savior.  In them, he encourages us and forgives us.  In them, he shows us a future home won for us by Jesus.

As we head into a new year, God grant that we see the spiritual blessings that come from ongoing contact with “this book!”

“the book of life”
I picked up a book and read about myself today.
No, it wasn’t my diary—I don’t keep one.  It wasn’t a biography—I am not important enough to be the subject of one.  And it wasn’t the newspaper—especially not the obituary section.  (  I read about myself today in the book of life.

In the book of Revelation, the phrase “book of life” appears seven times in the first twenty chapters.  The fifth and sixth of these times is found in chapter 20:

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.
According to this chapter, the “book of life” is a summary of all the things I have done.  So what might I find when I read about myself in this book?

If I examine myself honestly, I might expect to find all types of evil, because I have a sinful nature that is totally corrupt.  I might find old grudges, feelings of guilt, and unresolved hatreds.  I might expect to find lies about myself and others, and impure thoughts and deeds.  Truthfully, I might expect to see little good about myself.  And then the fact that “I am judged” on this basis would make me expect to see myself in hell eternally for these trespasses.

But the seventh occasion of the term, in chapter 21, is the one that shows me what I do find in my book of life:

I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it. On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there. The glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it. Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb's book of life.
Revelation points out the “book of life” is not my book, but the Lamb’s, and it is not the story of my deeds, but the Lamb’s.  In His book I find a spotless life, free from hatred, guilt or despite.  No unclean word every crossed His lips, and no impure thought every entered His mind.  In the Lamb’s book is only perfection.

And that perfection is given to me, free of cost or effort, by the death of the “Lamb of God.”  When Jesus died on the cross, he “covered over” my life with his holy life, and became a sacrifice of atonement.  Therefore my name is written in the Lamb’s book of life.

Because of Christ’s “rewriting” my life and deeds, I can read in my past nothing but forgiveness.  I can read in my present nothing but the ongoing love of Christ.  And I can read in my future the picture presented in Revelation 22:

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of the great street of the city. On each side of the river stood the tree of life, bearing twelve crops of fruit, yielding its fruit every month. And the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. There will be no more night. They will not need the light of a lamp or the light of the sun, for the Lord God will give them light. And they will reign for ever and ever.
Praise be to the Father, whose “book of life” was written from eternity!

Praise be to Jesus, whose death brought me life!

Praise be to the Spirit, who teaches me the things of God today and every day!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 12-29-05 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota.  (www.trinitylutheranaberdeen.org)  I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith.  Subscription is free and open to all.  To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to philliprehberger@yahoo.com.  To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to philliprehberger@yahoo.com.  (Please note that the yahoo address is a temporary one, while a website is being prepared).

 “a license for immorality”

I finally swapped out my Wisconsin license for a South Dakota license.  I thought it was going to be tough, but it was actually pretty easy.

I went into the licensing bureau, and saw that a birth certificate was required for new licensees.  So I went through boxes until I found mine, and took it along.  I also saw a booklet of “road rules” at the bureau, so I picked that up and read through it so that I would be prepared for the written test.  But all of that was unnecessary.  The only requirement was that I live in South Dakota, that I give up my old Wisconsin license, and that I be able to pass a sight test.  All my preparations were for nothing!

Since the process was so easy, it might be easy to also assume that the regular rules of the road must not apply to me—the red lights, the white lines, the curbs, etc.  I might choose to assume that I am going to simply drive wherever I want to however I want to, and let others watch out for me.  But if I took this approach, I would likely find myself deprived of my license very quickly.  The process is easy, but it certainly does not give me freedom to do whatever I might want to do.

This process is analogous to the act of coming to Christ.  By nature, all men want to try and earn the salvation that God so freely gives away.  All men want to prepare for a test, and prove worthy.  It can be a shocking moment when they hear that heaven is a “gift of God,” which comes “not by works, so that no one can boast.”  It all seems so easy!
The book of Jude warns us, however, that there is another danger involved in the walk of faith:

Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints. For certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.
Because we continue to sin, we continue to risk the danger of a new type of license—a license for immorality.  Jude gives examples from the Old Testament:

Though you already know all this, I want to remind you that the Lord delivered his people out of Egypt, but later destroyed those who did not believe. And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day. In a similar way, Sodom and Gomorrah and the surrounding towns gave themselves up to sexual immorality and perversion. They serve as an example of those who suffer the punishment of eternal fire. 

The children of Israel, the evil angels, and Sodom and Gomorrah all are reminders of those whom Jude calls “an example of those who suffer the punishment of eternal fire.”  They began the walk of faith, but quickly turned away, when they chose to place their own freedom to sin above the grace of God.  They are condemned to hell because of this choice.

Jude felt it necessary to point out this danger, because the danger resides not only outside of us, but also within us.  We all constantly fight a battle against our sinful nature.  Left to ourselves, we would quickly follow others into eternal fire.
But we are not left to ourselves.  When Jesus Christ died on the cross, he died once for all sins.  He sends His Holy Spirit to comfort us through His Word and Sacraments.  He promises to be with us.  And he continues to point out sin and warn against changing the absolute freedom of the Gospel into a license for sin.

Jude encourages us:

But you, dear friends, build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit. Keep yourselves in God's love as you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life. 

Be merciful to those who doubt; snatch others from the fire and save them; to others show mercy, mixed with fear—hating even the clothing stained by corrupted flesh. 

To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy— to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen.
God grant us the wisdom to see our ongoing need to stay close to Jesus, to “test the spirits,” and to daily turn “to Him who is able to keep you from falling”—even our Lord, Jesus Christ!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 12-28-05 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota.  (www.trinitylutheranaberdeen.org)  I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith.  Subscription is free and open to all.  To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to philliprehberger@yahoo.com.  To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to philliprehberger@yahoo.com

.  (Please note that the yahoo address is a temporary one, while a website is being prepared).

“as you see the Day approaching”

Christmas is coming!  The kids have the count-down going…two days to go!

I tried to tell them that there was not going to be any Christmas this year, but they saw through my teasing.  They may not completely understand the time frame (my youngest keeps asking “How many weeks is that?”) but they understand both the inevitability and the joy of the upcoming day.
Of course, Christmas may NOT come this year—if the Day comes first.  The Day I speak of is the last Day—the Day of Judgment.  The Day on which our LORD Jesus will reappear and all things will be made public.  The Day he spoke of when he left this world.  We don’t know the date, but it will inevitably come.  We know this because God promised it, and God is faithful to his promises.
Hebrews 10 gives us some points to ponder in preparation for that Day:

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.
The Book of Hebrews reminds us of the joy of that day—that we have a confidence that springs from promises.  Jesus Christ came into this world to open “a new and living way” to heaven.  He came to serve as our great priest, sacrificing himself on our behalf.  He came to cleanse our bodies from sin and our consciences from guilt.  Through faith these promises are given as a gift to us, and that brings us joy.
That joy encourages to hold on to the promises, and hold close to others.  To hold on to the hope in Jesus Christ, despite the temptations and trials of living in a sinful world.  To hold on to him who is faithful to the end.  And to hold close to others who share that same faith, that we may encourage each other.

Most people try to find a place to go to worship on Christmas, so that they can hear the Nativity story and experience the joy of Christmas.  But God also encourages us to continue meeting together, so that we can continue to hear, believe and trust in the message of the forgiveness of sins through the saving work of Jesus Christ.
The Day is coming—perhaps today!  God be with you today and every day, as you rejoice in the sure promises of God, and prepare for his certain coming.  

Because of a Christmas break, there will be no E-votions sent out on Monday or Tuesday of next week.  God willing, they will be send out again on Wednesday, December 28th.  Have a Merry Christmas!

“we are his house”

Water heat or forced air?  Bricks or wood?  Ranch or two-story?

As our family begins to look at the idea of buying a house, the details can become overwhelming.  Cost, location, size, taxes, and utilities all play a part.  Is there a park nearby?  Where is the shopping?  What is the crime rate like?  And what combination of factors will make for the “perfect house?”
I have to confess that I have stressed over this more than once in recent days.  My son even picked up on this.  As I was talking to myself about these options, my son approached me, “Daddy…Daddy…Daddy…Daddy!”

I asked him what he wanted, and he said, “It doesn’t matter what kind of house we have, as long as we have each other and Jesus.”

Taught by the Holy Spirit, my son had addressed the main issue—the “perfect house” will not make us happy.  Only God can do that.  It was a fitting sermon for a sinful worrier such as myself.
The book of Hebrews repeats this same message in chapter 3:

Therefore, holy brothers, who share in the heavenly calling, fix your thoughts on Jesus, the apostle and high priest whom we confess. He was faithful to the one who appointed him, just as Moses was faithful in all God's house. Jesus has been found worthy of greater honor than Moses, just as the builder of a house has greater honor than the house itself. For every house is built by someone, but God is the builder of everything. Moses was faithful as a servant in all God's house, testifying to what would be said in the future. But Christ is faithful as a son over God's house. And we are his house, if we hold on to our courage and the hope of which we boast.
The writer to the book of Hebrews reminds us today to lift our eyes from the troubles of this world, and to “fix our thoughts on Jesus.”  He is the one who was appointed by God to suffer and die for the sins of the world.  He is the one who was raised from the dead and given glory and honor forever.  And he is the one who continues to rule over the house of God, his people.

It is therefore a mistaken point of emphasis to ask, “How can I build God’s house?” or “What does the perfect house of God look like?”  Nothing remains for us to do, for the act was finished on Good Friday and sealed on Easter Sunday.  It was given to us in faith, and no one can take it away from us.  Now we can freely live thankful lives to the God who has loved us with an everlasting love, and who has made us part of his house.
Knowing that our eternal house is secure puts finding an earthly house in perspective.  May we always fix our thoughts on Jesus, the builder of our house!

“he will remain faithful”

Voltaire once said, “Procrastination is the deadliest form of self-denial.”  His point was that to decide to do something, but to not do it, was akin to betraying yourself.

How often can we claim to be unsure or undecided on an issue?  How often do we decide to do something, but then delay carrying it out until it no longer can be done?  If you are like me, you might well have a long list of things you want to do, but never quite got around to doing.

It can be uncomfortable when we our delay affects our finances, our relationships, or our work.  But one form of delay is downright deadly—the delay in coming to the Lord with humble and penitent hearts.

Often it might be uncomfortable for us to admit the truth about ourselves—that we do not say, think or do all of the things we ought to.  We might think that we can try harder in the future, or change things so that we become better people. We might even set resolutions and change habits to enable us to do better.

But all of this is cosmetic—like putting lipstick on a pig.  It does not change our essential human nature, sinful from birth and therefore committing sins.  The Bible testifies that “all we like sheep have gone astray” and “there is no one who does what is right, not even one.”

Fortunately for us, God’s righteous demands are not aimed at self-deception or self-improvement.  They are aimed at having us admit that we are not faithful to God.  And they are aimed at showing us our need for the one who came into this world to be faithful in our place, Jesus Christ.  2 Timothy 2 tells us to:
 Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, descended from David. This is my gospel, for which I am suffering even to the point of being chained like a criminal. But God's word is not chained. Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory. 

 Here is a trustworthy saying: 
 If we died with him, 
      we will also live with him; 
 if we endure, 
      we will also reign with him. 
 If we disown him, 
      he will also disown us; 
 if we are faithless, 
      he will remain faithful, 
      for he cannot disown himself.

Christ came into the world to be the perfectly faithful Son of God—to carry out his Father’s plan of salvation.  He was faithful to the Ten Commandments, never once sinning.  He was faithful to his Father’s request to suffer hell for the sins of the world.  And he was faithful to the hundreds of promises that pointed to him as the replacement for man’s faithlessness.
The Son of God holds out his hands to us today and every day, offering us forgiveness of sins because of his actions of love.  God grant that we do not delay in hearing that Word, and believing its message!

“I am the worst”

Recently I was looking online at the local registration for sexual predators.  It is a disturbing site, because it shows all of the people who are registered sex offenders, and gives some idea of the things they have done.  Then it gives the approximate location of each person, including a way to get a name and address.

I have heard that such a thing is available for every state, and that if such a person moves to another state, they have to give their name and address to the local police, or they can be arrested.  In some cases, this goes on for thirty years after the crime, or until the person dies.

I suppose different people could argue about the pros and cons of such a program, but I had a strange reaction when I read I Timothy 1:

   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.

At Paul’s time, there were criminals of all types and varieties, and yet Paul calls himself “the worst.”  Why?  I don’t think he was considering his own past history as being less socially acceptable than that of others.  Nor was he giving excuses for his sin.  Rather, he was pointing out the fact that the multitude of his sins was the only problem he personally had to deal with.  His past sins, his present sins, and his ongoing sinfulness were as a flood of shame, which should have engulfed his conscience and swept him away to hell.

But Paul also testified that he had received mercy from God:

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.
Like all other sinners, Paul’s flood of sins was washed away in the flood of blood and water that flowed from the side of Christ.  His past blasphemy, his present weakness, and his future error were all paid for once and for all time.  His guilt was taken as far away from him “as east is from the west.”  And all of this was done for Him without cost or obligation.

As a violent and angry man, he had received the message of this sacrifice for his sins, purely through God’s love—by grace.  As a weak man, he was strengthened for present living by “the power of God”—by grace.  And as a person who was “wasting away,” he knew that he could rely on God’s unlimited patience for his future sins—by grace.  This grace led him to eternal life, and moved him to testify both to his sin and the majesty and love of God.

Only the sure knowledge of my sin would ever cause me to look at a list of registered sex offenders and proclaim, “I am the worst of sinners!”  Only a surer knowledge of the grace of God would cause me to turn to God and proclaim, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners!”
God grant us such a faith as this!

“I want to know Christ…”

Among the first desires stirred in the heart of a Christian, when he first learns about God and comes to faith, is a desire to get to know Christ.  In a sense, this is also one of the nobler expressions of faith.  It involves knowledge simply for the sake of knowledge.  It does not seek any benefit or reason.  The apostle Paul points out the ongoing need to cultivate this desire in Philippians 3:

   But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ  and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.   I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.

This “surpassing greatness” of knowing Christ is a replacement for Paul’s former knowledge—a knowledge that led only to death.  He called such knowledge “a loss” and “rubbish,” because they led away from Christ.

We, too, might be tempted to “use” Christ to get our way—to assume that He is simply a route to morality, or success, or a happier life.  But that is just as much “rubbish” as Paul’s false confidence was—finally, it only leads us to assume that our own righteousness gets us to heaven.  While we might think that such a path leads to heaven, in reality it is a straight shot to hell.

Fortunately, God does not leave us blind in our own “righteousness.”  He sends his Holy Spirit to show us “a righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.”  This righteousness teaches us to see Christ as he really is.
And who is he?  He is the eternal Son of God who made himself nothing.  He is the master who became a slave.  He is the Author of Life, who died on a criminal’s cross.  He is the one who entered death, and rose from death to assure us of our resurrection.  He is the lowly one who rules over heaven and earth.

Paul noted that this knowledge of Christ led him to want to imitate Christ—to know “the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, and so, somehow, to attain the resurrection from the dead.”  This knowledge gave Paul power to lay down his life, freely and gladly, for his Savior.

That same power is at work in our lives, as we learn to know who Christ is.  It cannot be controlled or manipulated, or tamed for our purposes.  Rather, it urges us to consider our own thoughts “rubbish,” and to learn to know Christ and to wait for his blessings in his own time.  God grant us such a desire to know Christ!

“We might become the righteousness of God.”

What is the best present you have ever given?  
In a short story by O. Henry, “The Gift of the Magi,” a woman cuts off and sells her hair to buy her husband a watch-chain; her husband sells his watch to buy his wife a set of combs to put in her hair.  O. Henry ends the story by pointing out, “But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two were the wisest.”  Their marital love caused them to sacrifice a great treasure, and give a wonderful gift.  The same gift from another person would not have been the same.
2 Corinthians 5 points out that, in Christ, we all have been given a wonderful gift of new life:

For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.
That gift of God comes to us through the message of the death of Jesus Christ.  It comes to us in spite of our sinfulness.  It gives us a new understanding:

So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.
The gift of God in Christ Jesus is unlike so many other gifts, in that it gets better as it is shared:

We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.
As we grow in our knowledge of the love of God, faith works a miraculous change—it creates a heart of love that wants to share love with others.  It becomes the best gift of all for those in our family, neighborhood, or workplace.  It makes the most expensive present and the most thoughtful card seem bland by comparison.  The gift is readily available in the Word and Sacraments.  And the best part of it is that the entire price of this gift—not gold or silver, but the blood of Christ—was paid when Jesus died on the cross for us.
God grant that, this Christmas season, we study and hear the Word, and by God’s grace offer “the wisest gift of all!”

“the greatest of these is love”

My wife and I have a ritual.  She says she loves me, and I tell her that I love me too.  Then she slaps me.

Silly, isn’t it?  It seems so trite, but it expresses a truth that we often see in the study of God’s Word.  God often tells us that He loves us, and we tell Him that we love us too.  We take His words and assume that they are about us, and not Him.  A good example of this might be found in I Corinthians 13:

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 

And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.

It might be easy to reason so:  “God here is telling me about His love.  He wants me to show this same love.  So I need to get working on this, to make myself the loving person He wants me to be.”

Easy, but flawed.  For if we read it this way, we are in serious trouble, for who can be perfectly loving?  Who can always be patient and kind? Who can keep from envying, boasting, being rude or proud?  Who can say that they have never been self-seeking or kept a record of wrongs?  Who can say that they have never failed?

Taken this way, God seems a terribly unjust judge, and we might be angry at Him.  We might protest that we can’t this loving!  And we would be right.

But God is not talking about us—he is talking about Himself, and especially about the Word made flesh, Jesus Christ.  He was and is perfectly loving.  He is always patient and kind.  He never envied, boasted, and was never proud or rude.  He never sought His own good or kept a record of wrongs.  And He never once failed.

His perfection is the subject of Paul’s words.  He was and is love.

That is why it seems so strange that He would have to die on a cross.  He did nothing wrong!  But the cross was really about us.  Isaiah reminds us, “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.”

Often, after our ritual, I will give my wife a hug or kiss to let her know that I do love her.  We might well see in the death of Christ the same.  Even in our sin, He comes to us and pours out His love for us, freely and without condition.  His love is the important point of focus—may we always see in Christ this wondrous love of God!

“the man from heaven”

“What can I get for my trade-in?”

Anyone who has ever been car-shopping has likely considered this question.  You drive your older, used vehicle into the car lot, and you try to convince the nice salesperson that it still has value.  Then you find out how much he or she will give you towards the cost of a newer vehicle.  Often it is not as much as you might like or want, because cars break down and wear out.

Living in a world of sin, we also have bodies that “break down” and “wear out.”  Like cars, our bodies are prone to accidents and age.  It takes effort to keep them going, and finally they run out of usefulness in this world.  And although mankind has tried to find a “fountain of youth,” death remains a certain fate for all mankind.
through the inspiration of the Scriptures, Paul tells us that we can “trade in” our failing earthly bodies for new heavenly bodies!  He writes in I Corinthians 15:

   So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.
      If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. So it is written: "The first man Adam became a living being"; the last Adam, a life-giving spirit. The spiritual did not come first, but the natural, and after that the spiritual. The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. As was the earthly man, so are those who are of the earth; and as is the man from heaven, so also are those who are of heaven. And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven.
Because of sin, Adam’s body carried around in it death.  This death has been at work within each of us, and it causes all things to corrupt and finally fail.
In Christ, God carried out a plan of reversing the logic and effects of this corruption.  He sent His Son to be a man, and to live in this failing world in a holy way.  He had His Son bleed and die on the cross to pay for our failures, and His body was raised in timeless perfection.  

Paul tells us that by “changing the rules,” Christ defeated death and gave that victory to us!  He wrote further:

   "Where, O death, is your victory? 
      Where, O death, is your sting?"  The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.
Through Christ, at death we will “trade in” our tired earthly bodies for a new and perfect body, which will live with Jesus in heaven eternally.  He gives us this certain promise, because He loves us and wants what is best for us.  Thanks be to God, that he values us this much!
“God is faithful”

“Dear Mr. Ray BURGER,” the letter said, “We have selected a gift just for you!”

Since the people sending the e-mail did not even know my name, I had a hard time believing that the gift was just for me.  I came to a different conclusion—that they had a generic gift, and that they simply wanted me to think that it applied to me.  Needless to say, I did not reply.  I sincerely doubted their intentions.

Some also feel that the church is involved in a great scam.  They might claim that it consists in taking the dead words of a dead God, and offering incredible things that seem personalized, but are really general and vague.  “If church is so great, then why do bad things still happen to me?  Where are these promises God has made?”

Paul reminds us of two truths in his first letter to the Corinthians:  That God calls many, but that he chooses few.  I Corinthians 10 reminds us:

  For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that our forefathers were all under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea. They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ. Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them; their bodies were scattered over the desert.
The same can easily be said today.  God’s Word goes out over television, radio and the internet, and Bibles can be had for free.  Yet a cursory examination of man’s situation points out that mankind still suffers, is “scattered,” and dies.  Why is that?

Although the strong temptation might be for us to blame God, we know that God is holy and does not change.  He cannot sin.  Therefore the fault must be in us.  Paul goes on to point this out:

  Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did.  Do not be idolaters, as some of them were; as it is written: "The people sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in pagan revelry."  We should not commit sexual immorality, as some of them did—and in one day twenty-three thousand of them died. We should not test the Lord, as some of them did—and were killed by snakes. And do not grumble, as some of them did—and were killed by the destroying angel.
Sin leads to separation and death.  Our sin leads us away from God.  Yet God is not content to simply let us wander in the desert of sin and die.  He wants all men to be saved.  Therefore, he sent His Son Jesus into this world to be both God and man—both the one “who judges” and the one “who justifies.”  He lived perfectly in our place.  He avoided every temptation for us.  And then he placed Himself on the cross to bleed and die for our failures.  He became “sin for us, that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.”

The fact that Jesus suffered for our sins, and won our freedom, personalizes the message of God.  It makes us the object of His love.  And he shows that ongoing love by continuing to exhibit his Fatherly concern for us.  Paul finishes:

 These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come. So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don't fall! No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.
In Jesus Christ, God personally chose the gift of life for me.  Through the Holy Spirit, he brought that message to me through the means of grace.  By His mighty power, the Father works all things out for my spiritual good.  Thanks be to Him for his “personalized” gift to me!
“let him do it cheerfully.”

The other night, my wife and I were discussing Christmas presents for the kids.  We had gone through each of the children, and had come up with a list of gifts for each of them, based on what they wanted.  We then whittled down the list based on cost, need, and common sense (our son wants a motorcycle?  Ah—no!)

One of the factors that we considered as we did this was what benefit the gift would bring to the child.  How would they use it?  For one, we thought of a cell phone—would that cause her to spend all her time talking on the phone?  Would the others get jealous?  Or would she use it to stay in touch with her friends and family?  Would she use it to let us know how things were going for her?  A gift opens up all sorts of opportunities, and we thought that ongoing communication and guidance was probably necessary for the gift to be used well.
God gives us gifts, as well, and not just on Christmas.  Romans 12 tells us some of those gifts and how they are used well:

For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you. Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to the grace given us. If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith. If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing to the needs of others, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.

This passage reminds us that God is the giver of all good gifts, and he gives them to us to use.  He gives them to us as a way to serve others in the body of Christ.  And he tells us to use them in proportion to the measure of faith God has given to us.

If we are honest, we would likely admit that we have not always done that.  We have too often used our gifts to serve ourselves and our own needs, and put others second.  Forgiveness for these sins is then the greatest gift of all.  When Jesus came, wrapped in swaddling clothes, He came to free us from sin and guilt, and to take our place on the cross.  He shamelessly and selflessly suffered hell for every failure of ours, and gave us His perfection and holiness in their place.  He then adopted us into His body, the church, and made us members with Him of the heavenly Father’s family.

Knowing this, we can strive to use our gifts to serve Him as a fruit of faith.  And the first fruit of faith is ongoing contact with Him through His means of grace.  Without it, we have little chance of making good on our hopes and goals of using our gifts well.  With it, we have reassurance and comfort and guidance and peace.

In Romans 10, God reminds us, “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of God.”  God’s blessings to you this holiday season, as you hear the message, grow in faith, and strive to use the gifts God has given you cheerfully!
“the righteous will live by faith…”

Who are you?  

Among the other oddities of the internet, one may find a proliferation of online tests, which allow you to learn about yourself.  Some are fairly standard, like the Myers-Briggs personality test (at http://www.humanmetrics.com/cgi-win/JTypes1.htm); some are questionable, like “what will your epitaph say?” (at http://www.quizgalaxy.com/quiz.php?id=41); and quite a few are just plain silly, such as “which Peanuts character are you?” (at http://quizilla.com/users/anonymousnowhere/quizzes/Which%20Peanuts%20Character%20are%20You%3F/).

Perhaps it is symptomatic of the culture in which we live, with so many choices and cultures, that we experience some confusion at times.  In the end, however, God has a wonderful answer for unsure and confused people such as us:  It really doesn’t matter.

In Romans 1, God tells us, through the apostle Paul:

    I am obligated both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the foolish. That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are at Rome. 

    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."

Are you wise or foolish?  Jew or Gentile?  It doesn’t matter, Paul tells us.  The same need penetrates all our existence:  a need for a Savior from sin.  That needs springs from a sinful nature that warps us completely, and causes us all to stand before the judgment seat of God without defense or excuse.
Are you wise or foolish?  Jew or Gentile?  It doesn’t matter, Paul reminds us, for when Christ came, he came to all through the message of the gospel, and brought the forgiveness of God to all.  This “power of God” tells us of a salvation that depends not upon who we are, but upon who Christ is; not upon what we have done, but upon what Christ has done; and not upon what we will do, but upon what we trust that Christ will do for us.  It is not our righteousness, but rather “a righteousness from God,” that is our free gift and our precious possession forever.

So, no matter what you are (I am an ENFJ, my epitaph will say, “What are you lookin’ at ?”, and yes, I resemble most strongly Charlie Brown), or who you are, you have the one who is both God and man, who lived and died for you, and who will one day soon take you to be with him in heaven.  He is who you are!
“what I am…”

The man was a former murderer and a present pauper, and he was in trouble again.  He had to be rescued from his own people, and kept in jail so that he could get justice.  He had been in prison for several years, and now was slated to appear before the king.  What would be his defense?

The man was Paul.  The king was King Agrippa.  And his final defense was a surprising one, told to us in Acts 26:

“First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds. That is why the Jews seized me in the temple courts and tried to kill me. But I have had God's help to this very day, and so I stand here and testify to small and great alike. I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen— that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles." 

At this point Festus interrupted Paul's defense. "You are out of your mind, Paul!" he shouted. "Your great learning is driving you insane." 

"I am not insane, most excellent Festus," Paul replied. "What I am saying is true and reasonable. The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner. King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know you do." 

Then Agrippa said to Paul, "Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?" 

Paul replied, "Short time or long—I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains." 

What was Paul?  A sinner, just like you and me, and King Agrippa, and each person in the court.  He had done terrible things, things worthy of not only death but also eternal damnation.

But Paul’s prayer was that we might be like Paul not in sin, but in grace.  Paul’s desire was that we might know the love of God revealed in the person of Jesus Christ, and that through him we might eternal life.  Paul was motivated by that forgiveness of sins to suffer, be hated, and die if necessary, so that through him God might “proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles.”

Did Agrippa take Paul up on his offer?  The Bible does not tell us, and to a certain extent it does not matter.  The Bible tells the story of the works of God, not of men.  But it does remind us of Jesus’ words, spoken in Matthew 10:

"Be on your guard against men; they will hand you over to the local councils and flog you in their synagogues. On my account you will be brought before governors and kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles. But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that time you will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.
We know that sinful man has not changed much since this time, and the devil certainly hasn’t.  What Jesus said to his disciples, he says to us, and encourages us to be prepared for persecution and hatred.  But the Word also has not changed.  It is still the “power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” 
God grant that we present ourselves regularly and consistently to that message in Word and Sacraments, so that we might be “faithful to the point of death!”

“Everyone who believes in him…”

‘Tis the season for giving!

Been to a store lately?  How about a mall?  What do you see?

Decorations, of course.  Lots of gifts to choose from.  Extended hours for the holiday shoppers.  And many, many people.  They are buying gifts for family and friends, to give at parties and gatherings.

In our society, Christmas is closely associated with the giving and receiving of gifts.  In 2002, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that 32.4 billion dollars had been spent in retail stores in December, much of it on Christmas gifts. (from http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/facts_for_features/001582.html) Indeed, it is the season for giving.

But some gifts are so valuable that they cannot be purchased.  One such gift is mentioned in Acts 10, where Peter visits the Gentile believer Cornelius:
 Then Peter began to speak: "I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right. You know the message God sent to the people of Israel, telling the good news of peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all. You know what has happened throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached— how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him. 

 "We are witnesses of everything he did in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They killed him by hanging him on a tree, but God raised him from the dead on the third day and caused him to be seen. He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already chosen—by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead. All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name." 

The gift of Peter to the hearers was not acceptance, because Peter had been told to accept them.  The gift was not his time, because that also came from God.  The gift was the message of “forgiveness of sins through his name,” which Peter himself received as a gift.  Peter had been shown that his sins were completely washed away when Christ died on the cross.  He thus was ready and able to share that message of forgiveness with other sinners, who also needed a Savior.

This Christmas season, God will share with us the “good news of peace,” the news that the Christ child came to make us His own.  As we witness this priceless love of God, we also gain the opportunity to “give a gift” to family, friends, co-workers, and even strangers on the street.  God grant that we seek His Good News often this Christmas, in His Word and Sacraments, and that we share willingly what has been given to us so freely!
For indeed, it is the “season for giving!”

“The gift my Father promised…”

About this time, kids of all ages everywhere start looking forward to opening presents.  At our house, the presents under the tree form an attraction that can barely be ignored.  (A close second is the candy canes on the tree).  By my count, I have been asked seven times already, “Can I open a present?”  Each time, my answer has been the same—“No, Claire, you will have to wait.” (
Both kids and adults hate waiting—what we want we want now.  And this impatience can extend not only to earthly things, but also to the things of God.  One such example of impatience is found in Acts 1:

 In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit." 

 So when they met together, they asked him, "Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?" 

 He said to them: "It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." 

 After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 

The twelve disciples were anxious for God to carry out His work, even though their words indicated that they didn’t really know God’s plans.  But Jesus first told them, then chided them, and finally showed them the need for patience.  He ascended into heaven, and left nothing but an empty sky and a promise.

Today we also might wish for God to work in such a way, or at such a time.  We might feel we are sure that God’s kingdom would be best served if only this or that could happen, and soon!  We might even think we know how it will happen.

But finally, it is God’s kingdom, and things happen by His means (the means of grace) and according to His schedule.  He testifies to this truth in Isaiah 55:

 "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
       neither are your ways my ways," 
       declares the LORD. 

 "As the heavens are higher than the earth, 
       so are my ways higher than your ways 
       and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

 As the rain and the snow 
       come down from heaven, 
       and do not return to it 
       without watering the earth 
       and making it bud and flourish, 
       so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, 

 so is my word that goes out from my mouth: 
       It will not return to me empty, 
       but will accomplish what I desire 
       and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. 

In time, God kept his promise to the people to send a Savior—His Son, Jesus Christ.  This Savior came to take away all sin, and to give us holiness.  In time, he kept his promise to send his Holy Spirit to the disciples in Jerusalem.   That Spirit taught the disciples what to say, and gave them courage to face persecution and even death. In time, he keeps his promise to make His Word work His Will in our lives.  That Word keeps us strong in the faith, and forgives us our sins.  But all these things work according to His time schedule, and by His Holy Word.
We have this same Word close to us, which will accomplish the tasks of God.  We have the same Savior who spoke to the disciples, promising to send the same Holy Spirit.  We have the same opportunity to be witnesses to the entire world of the love and goodness of God.

God grant us the patience to understand our “lack of understanding,” and the wisdom to pray, “Not my will, but Thine be done, O Lord!”

“That you may know the certainty…”

“Are you sure?  100% positive?  Is that a guarantee?”

In an uncertain world, we often look for “the sure thing.”  Some people call it “risk management,” whereas others just call it “common sense.”  Few people are satisfied with a guess or a chance.  The more important the issue, the more certainty is demanded and valued.

In the introduction to the book of Luke (chapter 1), the apostle Luke points out the need for and means by which certainty is ensured:

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.
Luke tells us that “many people” wrote about the Christ, to make sure that the account of the Christ’s life, work and promise were not lost.  These accounts were written to help people remember Christ, so that their faith would not be lost.  And these accounts were necessary, for each Christian is a corrupt person, living in a fallen world, and surrounded by “powers and forces” of evil that seek his damnation.  For each soul, the certainty of sin needs to be met and defeated by the certainty of Christ.

But notice that Luke was not satisfied to simply let the others do the hard work.  His desire to reassure the “most excellent Theophilus” of the “certainty of the things” that had been taught moved him to write a letter.  Luke wanted to remind Theophilus of the sinless life and the sacrificial death of the promised Christ.  He knew that this message had power to reassure and comfort the guilty soul.

We, too, might testify that our pastor and our church have “done their homework,” and that they have taught us the truth of God’s Word.  But does that satisfy us?  Or can we, too, also read and study this same Word, so that we might know the “certainty of the things” we have been taught?  God gave Theophilus a good friend named Luke, who investigated, and wrote an account for certainty’s sake.  God has given us that same account, so that we might be certain of the hope we have in Christ Jesus.  

God grant that we always value and turn to the Word of God for our certainty and assurance of sins forgiven.
 “No one has ever seen God…”

In a recent survey, 69% of people believe in God when described as “the all-powerful, all-knowing, perfect Creator of the Universe who rules the world today.”  (2005 survey from the Barna Group. http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=Topic&TopicID=2)
However, if they are like me, you could not tell it from their lives.

You see, I believe in a God who created the world, and who rules over all things by His mighty power.  I know that He knows all things, and has power to make all things work out.  But that knowledge seems to lapse when it comes to affecting my actions and my life.  I have to admit that far too often, my knowledge of God is merely head knowledge, which does not impact my life a great deal.  For example, if I understood that God knows all things, lying would be silly—and yet I continue to lie.  If I considered that God can do anything, worry would be unnecessary—and yet I continue to worry.  If I trusted that God was everywhere, loneliness would be impossible—yet I am, at times, very lonely.

The Bible tells me that I am not alone—in our natural selves…
 "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."
Like all mankind, I deserve only condemnation and damnation for my double-minded life—my failure and inability to understand and trust in God for all my needs.

But because I could not and did not seek God, God sought me out.  In time, he sent His Son Jesus into the world to show Himself to mankind.  John 1 describes this act of revealing, telling about the Word (Jesus):

     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. 

     John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, "This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.' " From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known.

When Jesus came, he came to show the glory of God.  That glory shines in the oddest places—from the manger in Bethlehem, from a Sea in Galilee, from a mountaintop in Judea, and from the cross on Golgotha.  It shines on us, and it shows us the love of God in His Son Jesus.  It gives us the love of God to replace our own cold lives—it makes us children of God.

Praise be to God for revealing Himself to us in Jesus Christ!
