“I am like a green pine tree”
Faith.  Works.  How do they interact?

This question has been debated and discussed endlessly, for thousands of years and through dozens of religions.  The answers have ranged from the demanding (“Live this way, and you’ll find out”) to the confusing (“join us, and you will be perfect”) to the postmodern (“It’s impossible to know, so don’t worry about it.”)

The problem with all of these answers is that they are man-made answers.  This is the reason they are so varied and confusing.  God’s answers tend to be much more straight-forward and clear.  It is only if I decide to reject God’s clear answers that I run into trouble.

In the book of Hosea, the people had wandered from God, and were looking for answers.  But what did they need—faith, or works?  Chapter 14 answers that question:

  Return, O Israel, to the LORD your God. 
       Your sins have been your downfall! 

  Take words with you 
       and return to the LORD. 
       Say to him: 
       "Forgive all our sins 
       and receive us graciously, 
       that we may offer the fruit of our lips.

  Assyria cannot save us; 
       we will not mount war-horses. 
       We will never again say 'Our gods' 
       to what our own hands have made, 
       for in you the fatherless find compassion." 

  "I will heal their waywardness 
       and love them freely, 
       for my anger has turned away from them. 

  I will be like the dew to Israel; 
       he will blossom like a lily. 
       Like a cedar of Lebanon 
       he will send down his roots; 

  his young shoots will grow. 
       His splendor will be like an olive tree, 
       his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon. 

  Men will dwell again in his shade. 
       He will flourish like the grain. 
       He will blossom like a vine, 
       and his fame will be like the wine from Lebanon. 

  O Ephraim, what more have I to do with idols? 
       I will answer him and care for him. 
       I am like a green pine tree; 
       your fruitfulness comes from me." 

  Who is wise? He will realize these things. 
       Who is discerning? He will understand them. 
       The ways of the LORD are right; 
       the righteous walk in them, 
       but the rebellious stumble in them.

The simple answer God gave to the Israelites was, “You need me.”  Anything man does, whether he sees it as faith or works, is flawed, because it comes from a flawed person.  Anything God does, whether that is faith, or the works that come from faith, is perfect, because God is perfect.  The one who came from heaven, Jesus Christ, is perfect, not only in nature, but also in love and sacrifice.

Like rain falling from heaven, God sends his Word to shower us with his love, and cause us to live, grow, bud and produce fruit.  Like thirsty plants, we have an ongoing need for God to give us whatever he will give us—more faith, and more works.  But God grant us the grace to believe that, with Hosea, “your fruitfulness comes from me.”

“the righteous will live by his faith…”

Earlier this week, we took our children in our van on a trip.  Our destination was a campground about an hour and a half north of our town.  We all loaded into the car, drove out to the interstate and started heading north.  It was not long after that I started hearing a familiar refrain:

“When are we going to get there?”

If I had to analyze my kids’ thinking, I would say that there was equal parts excitement and boredom—excitement to get to the campground, and boredom with the current drive in the car.  Probably all of us could confess to times when we didn’t much care for what we were doing, or where we were, and wished that something better would come, and come quickly.

This same refrain is heard in the book of Habakkuk.  In chapter 1, Habakkuk issues a complaint that sounds very familiar:

How long, O LORD, must I call for help, 
       but you do not listen? 
       Or cry out to you, "Violence!" 
       but you do not save? 

Why do you make me look at injustice? 
       Why do you tolerate wrong? 

People have many reactions to hard times—from anger, to reasoning, to sorrow, to despair—but one reaction of the child of God is to call to God for help.  Habakkuk’s complaint was the Old Testament equivalent of a child in a back seat—“when are we going to get there?”

The LORD’s answer to Habakkuk is found in chapter 2:

Then the LORD replied: 
       "Write down the revelation 
       and make it plain on tablets 
       so that a herald may run with it. 

For the revelation awaits an appointed time; 
       it speaks of the end 
       and will not prove false. 
       Though it linger, wait for it; 
       it will certainly come and will not delay. 

"See, he is puffed up; 
       his desires are not upright— 
       but the righteous will live by his faith- 

God points out both a sin—the “puffing up” of a heart that demands answers from God—and the solution—to wait for the LORD to accomplish what he has promised.  This theme of dealing with my own sins first, and then looking to God for the answers, is picked up by Paul in Galatians 3:
All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law."  Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, "The righteous will live by faith."  The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, "The man who does these things will live by them."  Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree."  He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. 

When we are tempted to doubt God’s plan, or his timing, we need look no further than the cross of Christ.  There, in the person of His Son Jesus, we see the perfect love and wisdom of God working together for our good.  There we see the culmination of God’s plan of salvation.  There we see the goal of our faith.

We are not yet at our final destination—we still have a bit to go on our trip.  God grant us the courage to face our own impatience, and to see in Jesus an answer to our doubts and restlessness along that trip.

“the desired of all nations will come”

What makes for a happy family?

This question probably elicits various answers:

· Quality time spent together

· Healthy bodies

· Good communication

· Lots of money

· Living the American dream

In the book of Haggai, the children of Israel were faced with this same question.  They had come back from exile in Babylon, and were faced with rebuilding homes and lives.  They thought they had everything carefully planned out, but God told them that there was something missing.  Chapter 1 tells us:

    Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. You have planted much, but have harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it." 

    This is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. Go up into the mountains and bring down timber and build the house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be honored," says the LORD. "You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away. Why?" declares the LORD Almighty. "Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house.

The Jews were so busy taking care of their families, putting up their homes, planting and working, that they forgot to build up the house of the LORD, and put the worship and honor of him first.

How true that is today!  Even the best of us must admit that we often feel too busy with family events and needs to honor God with our whole lives.  Families are wonderful, and a gift of God; but they also can become a snare and a trap when they take the place of God.  In doing so, they become an idol and move us to fall away from the worship of the one true God.  Each of us can admit that at times we have worshipped at the altar of “family.”

Fortunately, God did not leave us in our sins.  For the returned Jews, he pointed out that the promise made in the Garden of Eden, to the first sinful family of Adam and Eve, was still valid.  Because we could not be perfectly faithful to God, he would send one who would be perfectly faithful in our place.  He would die for our sins, and rise to show that the debt of our idolatry had been paid.  And he would give us the blessing of God, along with all other good gifts, because of his love.
Haggai 2 points to this Savior as the “desired of all nations:”

    "This is what the LORD Almighty says: 'In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,' says the LORD Almighty. 'The silver is mine and the gold is mine,' declares the LORD Almighty. 'The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house,' says the LORD Almighty. 'And in this place I will grant peace,' declares the LORD Almighty." 

God grant us the peace that comes from putting Him first, and the forgiveness for the times we do not!

“Surely the day is coming…”

“Time to clean your rooms!”

This call seems to be a common refrain at our house in the summer months.  When kids are home from school, their rooms get dirty and cluttered faster than at other times.  Often, the children have more time to clean their rooms and keep them tidy.

But what happens when the call for cleaning goes out?  In our family, there is often a mad scramble to pick up a few toys or books, a hasty putting away of clothes, and a quick once-over with a vacuum and dusting cloth.

And this is totally unacceptable to us.  We are not looking for a quick, surface cleaning—we want a deep, thorough routing of all dirt—a real cleaning worthy the name.  Often it involves an inspection, a redo, and some elbow grease to get it right.  Most often we need to encourage and provide the cleaning ourselves.

This picture of surface and deep cleaning also is echoed in the Word of God.  In the book of Malachi, God talks about his desire for perfection, in chapter 3:

    “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come," says the LORD Almighty. 

    But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years. 

God’s demands for perfect cleanliness also sent his people, the Israelites, scurrying.  Like rushed children, they thought that a surface cleaning would do.  But God was looking to clean them “like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap.”  God was going to clean them until no stain of sin remained in them.

He calls for the same standard of perfection among us today.  Like the Jews, this call might move us to frantic action, looking for ways that we can clean up the surface of our life.  But the cleaning God demands is a deep-cleaning, one that goes all the way to the heart and gets every nook and cranny.  And if we are honest, we will see that there are places we cannot clean, and cannot even want to open up and look at.  We cannot make in ourselves the cleanness God demands.

Fortunately for us, we have one who came to be clean in our place—Jesus Christ.  We have one who lived a perfectly spotless life, and died on a cross for our dirtiness and stain of sin.  He rose from the dead, and in doing so, gave us his perfect life as a replacement for our own.  It is Jesus who makes us as “white as snow.”  Jesus is the “refiner’s fire” that burns us pure.

Malachi 4 testifies to the power of this fire:

   "Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them on fire," says the LORD Almighty. "Not a root or a branch will be left to them. But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall.

Praise God that, though we are unclean, He has declared us pure and holy through his Son Jesus Christ!  May we find this truth and comfort in God’s Word today and every day!

“every word”

Hungry?

No, this is not a late night commercial.  Nor is it an ad for a new diet management plan.

But are you hungry?

Time and time throughout the Bible, the idea of spiritual need for God is compared with the physical need for food and water.

In Deuteronomy 8, Moses tells the Israelites:

   Be careful to follow every command I am giving you today, so that you may live and increase and may enter and possess the land that the LORD promised on oath to your forefathers. Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands. He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna, which neither you nor your fathers had known, to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD. 

In Psalm 63, David says:

  O God, you are my God, 
       earnestly I seek you; 
       my soul thirsts for you, 
       my body longs for you, 
       in a dry and weary land 
       where there is no water. 

It is in the essential human nature to hunger for the presence of God, since we were made for Him.  But since the fall into sin, it is also in the essential human nature to deny and avoid that hunger.

Some do this by trying to fill that hunger with other things of this world—be they money, property, sex, power, drugs or alcohol, or education.  While these things may seem to satisfy, in a short time the hunger pangs return sharper than ever.

Others simply deny the hunger and waste away.  Then they are surprised when they do not have strength for the work of the day or the difficulty of the battle.

Still others rely on a friend or spiritual guide to feed them.  When that person fails to satisfy the need, hard feelings and rejection result.

There is only one place to go and satisfy the hunger for God—to the Scriptures found in Word and Sacrament.  This is what Jesus testified to in Matthew 4:

    Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread." 

   Jesus answered, "It is written: 'Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.' " 

Jesus came to be tempted as we were, but to not sin.  He came to exchange his fullness for our emptiness.  He came to be the “bread of life” and the “water of life” to a hungry and thirsty world.  When we go to the Word of God, we find there Jesus, and he satisfies our hunger.  God grant us the humility to see our spiritual hunger, and the wisdom to “feed on” Jesus Christ!
“New treasures as well as old”

Why do people go to rummage sales?

This question has always puzzled me.  It seems to me that a person is just getting things that they will some day put into a rummage sale of their own.  It has always seemed to me a passing of the junk.

A person who likes rummage sales, however, might vigorously object to my attitude.  She (like my wife) might say that there are good quality items to be had, for a fraction of the cost of the new.  She might point out children’s shoes or clothing, or toys and videos.  And she would be right.

But I think another part of it is “the hunt.”  I think she would admit she likes going to see what is there, and loves the thrill of finding something she had never thought of before, that serves a use in the house.  And she would probably be right in this, too.

Believe it or not, his same idea of finding both value and novelty is found in Matthew 13, but the topic here is the kingdom of God:

He said to them, "Therefore every teacher of the law who has been instructed about the kingdom of heaven is like the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as old."
In this short parable, Jesus points out that to hear the Word of God, to belong to the Kingdom of God, provides both value and novelty.

Some of the things we hear in God’s Word are what we expect.  We hear there that God demands perfection, and that we cannot ever fulfill that demand.  We hear that he condemns all who fail to be perfect.  We hear that because of our failure we deserve to go to hell.  This is a hard teaching to hear, for sure, but not one unfamiliar to a student of the Bible.

But we also hear that the Savior, Jesus, came to give us pardon and peace.  We hear that his plan involved coming to earth, living spotlessly, and dying on our behalf, to suffer hell for us.  We hear that because of this sacrifice, God has declared us “not guilty” of sin, and that we may join him in heaven eternally.  This is a joyful teaching to hear, and again, not unfamiliar to a person who seeks to know God in His Word.

But along with these two “old” teachings of Law and Gospel come an infinite number of “new” teachings, in which God opens up his will and shows us his “things hidden from before creation.”  All of them are available to us through the Word of God, by the working on the Holy Spirit.

God has promised this all to us through His Word.  Every time we hear or read it, we gain new insight and understanding.  These treasures are not just for this life, but are treasures stored up for us in heaven, which we can share with a world that is dying of sin.  These treasures are freely given to us, and we can freely give them to others.  But all of them come from the “store room” of the means of grace, the revelation of God.  
God grant us the wisdom to stock up on treasures, “old” and “new,” through the study of the Word!
“I am innocent…”

Jesus was to appear before Pontius Pilate, on trial for his life.

Most people would not want to change places with Pontius Pilate at this moment.  He was in an impossible situation, as he saw it.  On the one hand, if he obeyed his conscience and released Jesus, he was risking a rebellion.  On the other hand, if he condemned Jesus, he would have to listen to the nagging of his conscience for days.

So, in a fit of pragmatism, he compromised.  Matthew 27 tells us his decision:

But the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowd to ask for Barabbas and to have Jesus executed. 

"Which of the two do you want me to release to you?" asked the governor. 
      "Barabbas," they answered. 

"What shall I do, then, with Jesus who is called Christ?" Pilate asked. 
      They all answered, "Crucify him!" 

"Why? What crime has he committed?" asked Pilate. 
      But they shouted all the louder, "Crucify him!" 

When Pilate saw that he was getting nowhere, but that instead an uproar was starting, he took water and washed his hands in front of the crowd. "I am innocent of this man's blood," he said. "It is your responsibility!" 

All the people answered, "Let his blood be on us and on our children!" 

Then he released Barabbas to them. But he had Jesus flogged, and handed him over to be crucified. 

Given the situation, Pilate tried to get the best of both worlds, by compromising.  Unfortunately, the truth was that he got the worst of both worlds, by compromising.  He not only caused an uproar, but also made the wrong choice.  No self-proclamation could change that fact.
Before we judge Pilate too harshly, we must admit that we also have done the same thing.  When we speak poorly of someone else, we hurt a relationship and hurt our conscience.  When we plan how to steal something from work, we hurt our employer and ourselves.  When we lust after another, we damage our psyche and despise God’s commandment.  We, like Pilate, simply seem to make poor choices, even when we are aiming for the good.
And that is expected, because we have the same sinful nature as Pilate.  Left to ourselves, we will choose the same path as Pilate—take the easy way out, and end up losing everything.

Although Pilate did not seem aware of it, someone else was saying “I am innocent” that day.  Even as he was accused of sin, Jesus pointed out that he had done nothing to deserve this treatment.  He was sinless in a way that Pilate could only wish for.  And yet he died on the cross.

His death on the cross was for all of our temporizing, and compromising, and denial.  When he was forsaken by God, it was our sins that caused the pain.  And when he said, “It is finished!” he was announcing to the world that the entire debt of sin was paid for.

Through his death, Jesus declared us free from sin, and guilt, and death.  He died and rose to be another Way to live.  He invites us to take his perfect life as our own, and truthfully say, “Because of Jesus’ death for me, I am innocent!”

“I want to see”

How are your eyes?

Not your physical ones—your spiritual ones…

If you are like me, at times you might feel that you aren’t all that sure of how well you are seeing God’s will for your life.  You might be wondering if you really understand what God has planned, or if you need your “spiritual vision” checked.

If so, I have good news for you—your internal blurred vision, your selfish myopia, and your blindness find a cure, a miraculous one, in the person of Jesus.

Mark tells us about a physical healing in Mark 10:

   Then they came to Jericho. As Jesus and his disciples, together with a large crowd, were leaving the city, a blind man, Bartimaeus (that is, the Son of Timaeus), was sitting by the roadside begging. When he heard that it was Jesus of Nazareth, he began to shout, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!" 

    Many rebuked him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, "Son of David, have mercy on me!" 

    Jesus stopped and said, "Call him." So they called to the blind man, "Cheer up! On your feet! He's calling you." Throwing his cloak aside, he jumped to his feet and came to Jesus. 

    “What do you want me to do for you?" Jesus asked him. 
      The blind man said, "Rabbi, I want to see." 

    "Go," said Jesus, "your faith has healed you." Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus along the road.

Just as Bartimaeus was invited to find healing in Jesus, so are we.  Just as he received that healing immediately, so do we.  Just as that miraculous healing lead him to follow Jesus, so do we.

We are blind, but Christ has made us see.  Praise Him for his great love for us!

“Don’t be afraid”

I like E-votions.  I enjoy doing them.  I also enjoy the fact that, in order to do them, I have to read my Bible in the morning.  Since January 1st, that has pushed me to read through the entire Bible two times, and I hope to continue going on this path.

E-votions, like anything on this earth, have some limitations, however.  They take time and energy to write.  Some people might not like the topic or approach I use.  And they can’t accomplish anything by themselves.

There is always a temptation for us to treat the things that we love and work hard to do as the motive power in our lives.  Some do it with their work, others with their families, and still others trust to money or possessions.  But God would have us know that He is the sole “power” in the world.

He proved this to Peter in Luke 5:

    One day as Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret,with the people crowding around him and listening to the word of God, he saw at the water's edge two boats, left there by the fishermen, who were washing their nets. He got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little from shore. Then he sat down and taught the people from the boat. 

    When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, "Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch." 

    Simon answered, "Master, we've worked hard all night and haven't caught anything. But because you say so, I will let down the nets." 

    When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began to break. So they signaled their partners in the other boat to come and help them, and they came and filled both boats so full that they began to sink. 

    When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus' knees and said, "Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!" For he and all his companions were astonished at the catch of fish they had taken, and so were James and John, the sons of Zebedee, Simon's partners. 

   Then Jesus said to Simon, "Don't be afraid; from now on you will catch men." So they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him. 

Peter had worked hard at what he was good at, and had no success.  Jesus came along and presented him with a totally new idea—look to me for success, not to yourself.  When Peter saw the control and power that Jesus had, he also saw his own sins.  “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!”

Jesus’ words of comfort to Peter, “Don’t be afraid,” are also words of comfort to us.  Jesus knows our tendency to look to and trust in our own creations.  This was why he came into the world—to be perfectly trusting in a way we could not, to die in our place for our sins, and to rise again to prove his victory.  Right now he is in heaven, exerting his power to save and bringing people to himself through the Word and Sacraments.

For me, this is a comfort.  Jesus says to me, “Don’t be afraid.”  I can go about my life, using the tools that he has given me, and confident that he will bless them as he sees fit.

“See clearly”
Last week, I received a notice from my eye doctor to go in and see her.  She had told me last year that I was wearing my contact lenses too long.  “Your eyes are not getting enough oxygen—not a major thing now, but in time, you might need to go back to glasses,” she told me.

I did not want to hear that then, and I certainly don’t want to hear it again this year.  But it is important for me to be able to see clearly.

I need my eyes if I am going to carry out the roles I have in my life—staff minister, father, husband, family member, friend.  I suppose I could just ignore the doctor, and potentially lose some sight.  But that really does me no good—I need to see in order to serve.
Jesus speaks of “seeing clearly” in Luke 6:

    "Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, 'Brother, let me take the speck out of your eye,' when you yourself fail to see the plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother's eye.
I don’t believe that Jesus is here saying to ignore your neighbor’s need—a speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye—but to see your own need first.  This will then equip you to serve another person.

Practically, I take this to mean that I need to see my sins in the mirror of the Law on a daily basis.  I need to admit that I have broken each of the commandments, every day, in thought, word and deed.  I need to see my own inability to save myself.

But I also need to see the solution for my sins in Jesus Christ.  I need to see that Jesus paid for each breaking of the commandments, and saved me from myself.  He made my blindness into perfect sight.

This new seeing, then, I can apply to others around me who sin.  I can see their sins as being primarily against God, as mine are.  I can see the terrible effects of the blindness of sin, as mine are.  And I can see the forgiveness offered freely and sacrificially, just as mine are.

God grant that, as we seek to minister to others, we see our ongoing need for the Word of God to deal with our sins, at the foot of the cross!

“Father, into your hands I commit my spirit”
Some sayings seem to have a life of their own.  They are carried on throughout generations, and come to have strong cultural ties.  As they are passed on, however, they might also lose some meaning.

A good example is the word, “OK.”  Did you know that this was popularized as a political slogan for President Martin Van Buren, who was called “Old Kinderhook?”  Now, over one hundred and fifty years later, few people think of this when they say “OK.”  It just means that, well, things are “good.”

The expression, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit,” comes to us from ancient times.  It was first spoken of in Psalm 31, written by King David through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit:

In you, O LORD, I have taken refuge; 
       let me never be put to shame; 
       deliver me in your righteousness. 

Turn your ear to me, 
       come quickly to my rescue; 
       be my rock of refuge, 
       a strong fortress to save me. 

Since you are my rock and my fortress, 
       for the sake of your name lead and guide me. 

Free me from the trap that is set for me, 
       for you are my refuge. 

Into your hands I commit my spirit; 
       redeem me, O LORD, the God of truth. 

David spoke of a redemption that was planned from eternity, and of a firm reliance in that redeemer as his only “refuge” and “rock.”

David knew that this would find fulfillment in God’s time, through his plan.  We see that fulfillment in the words of Jesus in Luke 23:

It was now about the sixth hour, and darkness came over the whole land until the ninth hour, for the sun stopped shining. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Jesus called out with a loud voice, "Father, into your hands I commit my spirit." When he had said this, he breathed his last.
By using these words, Jesus showed that he was the one who would come and be the fulfillment of God’s plan.  He was the God-man whose death bought all men back from sin, and brought them eternal life in heaven.
Christians throughout history, and today, have used these words to testify to the hope that is theirs through this death of Jesus.  In all things, may we say with David, “Into your hands I commit my spirit!”

“He…Opened the Scriptures to us”
I found an old combination lock in a box of junk lately—I am pretty sure it is the lock from my bike, when I was a kid.  Or maybe it was my high school locker lock?  No, it was from my suitcase strap.  Actually, I don’t remember.
But I could use a lock, so I tried out all different combinations—

18-8-38?  No

8-18-38?  Not that either…

38-8-18?  Nope.  I was pretty sure it had all eights in it.

Huh.  Without the combination, the lock does not do me much good.   It is just junk if it stays locked.
The Bible, in a sense, is like this.  A great majority of the people in America admit to the existence of God, and the need to know God through the Bible.  But just as many say that they do not understand what the Bible is talking about.  For them, the Bible remains and locked and useless book.
Fortunately, God’s Word also gives us an answer to this problem.  We see two people in Luke 24, struggling to understand the events around Jesus’ death:

     Now that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. They were talking with each other about everything that had happened. As they talked and discussed these things with each other, Jesus himself came up and walked along with them; but they were kept from recognizing him. 

    He asked them, "What are you discussing together as you walk along?" 

   They stood still, their faces downcast. One of them, named Cleopas, asked him, "Are you only a visitor to Jerusalem and do not know the things that have happened there in these days?" 

    “What things?" he asked. 

   "About Jesus of Nazareth," they replied. "He was a prophet, powerful in word and deed before God and all the people. The chief priests and our rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and they crucified him; but we had hoped that he was the one who was going to redeem Israel. And what is more, it is the third day since all this took place. In addition, some of our women amazed us. They went to the tomb early this morning but didn't find his body. They came and told us that they had seen a vision of angels, who said he was alive. Then some of our companions went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but him they did not see." 

These two disciples felt that the tomb was closed on Jesus, and that the Word of God had let them down.  For them, the Bible was a closed book.  But Jesus opened it for them:

    He said to them, "How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?" And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

    As they approached the village to which they were going, Jesus acted as if he were going farther. But they urged him strongly, "Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day is almost over." So he went in to stay with them. 

    When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them. Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight. They asked each other, "Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?" 

Note Jesus’ course of action—in order to open up the Scriptures to them, he used the Scriptures, and pointed out the promises and actions of the Savior.  He used the promise given and the promise fulfilled to move their hearts to understanding.  Jesus, himself, was the key to the Scriptures.

Jesus remains the key to the Scriptures today.  When we recognize our need for a Savior, and look to the Word of God to show us Jesus, he comes to us, teaches us, and opens the truth to us through the Holy Spirit.  He teaches us to know Him, so that we can teach others to know Him.
God grant that we always see Jesus as the “key” to the Word of God!

I will be gone to the WELS Synod Convention today and all next week.  E-votions will resume on Monday, August 1st.

I have included below a favorite chapter of mine, Isaiah 55:
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