“Let us reason together…”

What does God want?  If there ever was a $64,000 question in the life of a person, this must be it.  If I know there is a God (and I do), and I know he has a will (and he does), then it is the inevitable next question.

Tied in with what God wants is what I want.  Invariably, these two conflict.  Even the most pious of people get the two confused.  They might change the words of God to reflect their own views.  They might subtly ignore certain parts of God’s Word that don’t fit into their perspective.  They might mistake their own views for those of God.

This is not a new problem.  The Bible shows this conflict between what God wants and what the people want in both Old and New Testaments.  Isaiah, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, points it out in his first chapter:

   Hear, O heavens! Listen, O earth! 
       For the LORD has spoken: 
       "I reared children and brought them up, 
       but they have rebelled against me. 

   The ox knows his master, 
       the donkey his owner's manger, 
       but Israel does not know, 
       my people do not understand." 

   Ah, sinful nation, 
       a people loaded with guilt, 
       a brood of evildoers, 
       children given to corruption! 
       They have forsaken the LORD; 
       they have spurned the Holy One of Israel 
       and turned their backs on him. 

Later, in the first chapter, Isaiah further identifies the form of forsaking:

"The multitude of your sacrifices— 
       what are they to me?" says the LORD. 
       "I have more than enough of burnt offerings, 
       of rams and the fat of fattened animals; 
       I have no pleasure 
       in the blood of bulls and lambs and goats. 

When you come to appear before me, 
       who has asked this of you, 
       this trampling of my courts? 

Stop bringing meaningless offerings! 
       Your incense is detestable to me. 
       New Moons, Sabbaths and convocations— 
       I cannot bear your evil assemblies. 

Your New Moon festivals and your appointed feasts 
       my soul hates. 
       They have become a burden to me; 
       I am weary of bearing them. 

When you spread out your hands in prayer, 
       I will hide my eyes from you; 
       even if you offer many prayers, 
       I will not listen. 
       Your hands are full of blood; 

wash and make yourselves clean. 
       Take your evil deeds 
       out of my sight! 
       Stop doing wrong, 

learn to do right! 
       Seek justice, 
       encourage the oppressed.
       Defend the cause of the fatherless, 
       plead the case of the widow. 

The people of Israel were doing the right things, but their hearts were far from God.  Their selective hearing had become so severe that they had rejected the truth of God’s Word for a sham version—one that depended upon outward appearance, not inner truth.  And God was not fooled.  The people were judged as following the God of their own desires.

If we are honest, we will also admit that our hearing and putting into practice has at times been selective.  When we hear the “hard” words of God, we might think that God cannot mean it, and we can safely ignore it.  But all words of God are written for our soul’s good, and we ignore them at peril of our souls.  For to be in opposition to God is a terrible fate.

Fortunately, God also provides the answer to our selective hearing, incomplete love, and hardness of heart, later in Isaiah 1:

 "Come now, let us reason together," 
       says the LORD. 
       "Though your sins are like scarlet, 
       they shall be as white as snow; 
       though they are red as crimson, 
       they shall be like wool.
Jesus came to wash away all our sins, and to create in us a new heart.  He came to die on the cross in our place, and to reestablish a relationship with God, one based on trust, and truth, and cleanness.  This relationship, called faith, turns me away from my desires, and towards the desires of God.  It gives me courage to read and ponder the words of God.  It gives me strength to change the things in my life that are in opposition to God.  It gives me forgiveness when I fail and hurt God by my action or inaction.

As children of God, we live in his grace.  Praise him for the washing away of our sins, and the new life found in Jesus Christ!

“the Way of Holiness”

We did it.  We put in a garden in our backyard.

The garden consists of three raised beds, 4 feet by 8 feet.  One has lettuce, broccoli, tomatoes, and onions.  A second one has potatoes.  A third one has corn and squash, and will soon have beans.

Now that we have a garden, the tough part is being gardeners.  My daughters and I need to be careful in how we tend the garden.  On one hand, we can’t be negligent about the garden.  We need to water it, and tend it carefully.  It would be good to pull out weeds when they are little.  We will also need to harvest the crop at the right time.

But we also can’t worry about the garden.  We can’t assume that we can make it grow, because only God can do that.  And it probably isn’t a good idea to sit and spend all of our time just watching the plants—we also have other things to do.  There seems to be a way of gardening—and we need to learn that way.

In Isaiah 35, God also points out that there is a “way of holiness,” a way to get to know God:

   The desert and the parched land will be glad; 
       the wilderness will rejoice and blossom. 
       Like the crocus, it will burst into bloom; 
       it will rejoice greatly and shout for joy. 
       The glory of Lebanon will be given to it, 
       the splendor of Carmel and Sharon; 
       they will see the glory of the LORD, 
       the splendor of our God. 

    Strengthen the feeble hands, 
       steady the knees that give way; 

    say to those with fearful hearts, 
       "Be strong, do not fear; 
       your God will come, 
       he will come with vengeance; 
       with divine retribution 
       he will come to save you." 

    Then will the eyes of the blind be opened 
       and the ears of the deaf unstopped. 

    Then will the lame leap like a deer, 
       and the mute tongue shout for joy. 
       Water will gush forth in the wilderness 
       and streams in the desert. 

    The burning sand will become a pool, 
       the thirsty ground bubbling springs. 
       In the haunts where jackals once lay, 
       grass and reeds and papyrus will grow. 

The first stop on this way is God’s.  Like a desert that is showered with water, God comes to us and gives us the message of his Word.  He reveals his holiness and splendor, and that holiness goes into action against both our sin and unbelief.  God’s act of clearing the weeds of our sinful hearts comes first.

The second stop is also God’s.  This is encouragement of those who are weakened and blinded by sin.  This is refreshment and life for those who are dying of thirst in a dry and waterless world.  This stop is found at the cross of Jesus Christ, when we see the one who called himself “living water” give himself up for us, that we might not have to die eternally.
The final stop is mentioned at the end of Isaiah 35:

    And a highway will be there; 
       it will be called the Way of Holiness. 
       The unclean will not journey on it; 
       it will be for those who walk in that Way; 
       wicked fools will not go about on it.

    No lion will be there, 
       nor will any ferocious beast get up on it; 
       they will not be found there. 
       But only the redeemed will walk there, 

    and the ransomed of the LORD will return. 
       They will enter Zion with singing; 
       everlasting joy will crown their heads. 
       Gladness and joy will overtake them, 
       and sorrow and sighing will flee away.

The Way of Holiness leads us through God, and into heaven.  We walk on this Way through faith in Jesus Christ.

It is no accident that the first believers in the New Testament church called themselves “the Way.”  They understood that only through Jesus, the one who called himself “the Way, the Truth and the Life,” could they come to God and find peace and joy and forgiveness.

God’s way is the “Way of Holiness.” God grant us the courage to walk in His Way, and to believe in Jesus Christ now and for the rest of our lives.
“He cannot save himself”

Imagine taking your paycheck, and splitting it into two piles.

With one, you pay your bills, buy food, and take care of yourself and your family.

With the other, you buy something that will ensure your security—stocks, bonds, insurance, education, or perhaps friends.

Which one will save you?

Isaiah asks this very question, regarding the practice of using money, in chapter 44.  He pictures a craftsman cutting down a tree, and using some of the wood for fire, and the rest to build an idol:
  Half of the wood he burns in the fire; 
       over it he prepares his meal, 
       he roasts his meat and eats his fill. 
       He also warms himself and says, 
       "Ah! I am warm; I see the fire." 

  From the rest he makes a god, his idol; 
       he bows down to it and worships. 
       He prays to it and says, 
       "Save me; you are my god." 

Isaiah’s point here is that in this case the man depends upon his works and materials for salvation—and he will be disappointed.  Isaiah continues:

    They know nothing, they understand nothing; 
       their eyes are plastered over so they cannot see, 
       and their minds closed so they cannot understand. 

    No one stops to think, 
       no one has the knowledge or understanding to say, 
       "Half of it I used for fuel; 
       I even baked bread over its coals, 
       I roasted meat and I ate. 
       Shall I make a detestable thing from what is left? 
       Shall I bow down to a block of wood?" 

    He feeds on ashes, a deluded heart misleads him; 
       he cannot save himself, or say, 
       "Is not this thing in my right hand a lie?" 

It might be easy for us to assume that we could never fall into such a sin, since we don’t build idols, until we examine what God tells us in the First Commandment:  “You shall have no other gods.”  What does this mean?  “We should fear, love and trust in God above all things.”  I might not make an idol of wood with my lumber, but I must admit that I certainly do spend my money on things I think will save me from trouble or danger.  And those things become gods when I trust in them above God.

God would have me know that this will never work—the things of this world cannot save me.  I cannot save myself.  Left to myself, I will certainly fall and fail, and spend an eternity in hell suffering for my lack of understanding.
But God also would have me know that I do not need to save myself.  Jesus came into the world to be a Savior, one who saves, and to pay the penalty for my idolatry.  He came to be sin for us, so that we might become the righteousness of God.  Isaiah looked ahead and saw this coming Savior:

   "Remember these things, O Jacob, 
       for you are my servant, O Israel. 
       I have made you, you are my servant; 
       O Israel, I will not forget you. 

    I have swept away your offenses like a cloud, 
       your sins like the morning mist. 
       Return to me, 
       for I have redeemed you." 

    Sing for joy, O heavens, for the LORD has done this; 
       shout aloud, O earth beneath. 
       Burst into song, you mountains, 
       you forests and all your trees, 
       for the LORD has redeemed Jacob, 
       he displays his glory in Israel. 

Praise be to God as He displays his glory in Israel!

“a double portion”

“I’ll take some more of that…”  

You hear this when a person has tasted something, and decides it is good.  So good, in fact, that they want to try it again.

A double portion was the amount given to the first-born males among the Jews.  They would get double the amount of the good things from the Father, as a sign of the Father’s favor.

This double portion, a double sampling, is spoken of in Isaiah 61:

   Instead of their shame 
       my people will receive a double portion, 
       and instead of disgrace 
       they will rejoice in their inheritance; 
       and so they will inherit a double portion in their land, 
       and everlasting joy will be theirs.
As children of God, we can say that we have received a double portion of good things from God.

First, we received forgiveness of sins when Jesus died on the cross.  He took our shame upon him, and paid for it with his blood.  That blood completely paid for our sins now and eternally.

Secondly, we received the perfect life of Jesus as an exchange.  Thus, God looks down from heaven and considers us “heirs of God” and “sons of the heavenly Father.”  We have power to live as God would have us live, as a free gift of God.

The plate on which this heavenly dessert is served is the Word of God.  We are invited to come and sample it as often as we would like, free of cost, now that we have know to “taste and see that the Lord is good.”

So, care for some more of that?

“I am with you and will rescue you…”

My 4-year-old daughter Amanda got hurt the other day, again.  Part of the summer weather is kids running around outside, and she did, and fell down on the concrete.

Whenever she gets hurt, you can count on two things:  tears, and the words, “It’s OK.  God will heal my owie!”

Adults might tend to view children as mere beginners in the faith, but God presents a different view in Jeremiah 1:

The Call of Jeremiah 

    The word of the LORD came to me, saying, 

    "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
       before you were born I set you apart; 
       I appointed you as a prophet to the nations." 

    "Ah, Sovereign LORD," I said, "I do not know how to speak; I am only a child." 

    But the LORD said to me, "Do not say, 'I am only a child.' You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you. 8 Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you," declares the LORD. 

    Then the LORD reached out his hand and touched my mouth and said to me, "Now, I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant." 

Even though Jeremiah was young, he was a long-term project of God’s—from before his birth, through his early years, God had been working all things out to prepare him to be a spokesman for God.  And Jeremiah exhibits a great deal of trust in God, accepting his words without argument or demur.  His child-like faith trusted in a God who would make all things right, and would heal all wounds.

Jeremiah knew that God had power to save, because he knew the promises of a Savior from sin—one who would be born a child, and live a completely trusting life, only giving up that life when it was the time appointed by his heavenly Father.  In doing so, he died for all of our sinful and untrusting ways, and made us pure and “young” again in faith.

By God’s grace, through faith, we have that same trust in our heavenly Father, as Jeremiah and my daughter Amanda.  Lord, grant us such a child-like faith through your Word and Sacraments!

“Can anyone hide…”

“It’s bugging me,” the little boy said on the trip to the zoo, “and I can’t get it away from me!  Go away!  Shoo!”

“What’s bugging you?” the father replied, looking around for some insect, small mammal or person near his son.

“The sun!” the little boy answered.

Some people have this reaction to the Son as well.  Although they may not want to admit it, most people in America today believe in the existence of an all-powerful God.  If you really extend that concept, it can become very scary.  It means that God must know everything, and be everywhere.  God must know me, and be with me at all times.

God points out this truth in Jeremiah 23:

"Am I only a God nearby," 
       declares the LORD, 
       "and not a God far away? 

Can anyone hide in secret places 
       so that I cannot see him?" 
       declares the LORD. 
       "Do not I fill heaven and earth?" 
       declares the LORD. 

Although the Bible and all creation testifies to his power, mankind throughout history has tried to run away or deny the existence of God—even though he is everywhere.  The only way this can be done is to hide in the darkness, away from the Son, and stay there.  Because we have a sinful nature that cannot stand the presence of a holy God, this is where each of us would end up if left to ourselves.

God knew this when he sent Jesus.  This is why he sent him into a dark world, to find those trapped in the darkness of denial and despair.  John testified to this Light (The Word, Jesus Christ) in John 1:
   In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. 

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

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

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

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

Jesus came into the world to live a spotless life, and to die for us on the cross.  He came to give his light to us, to take the place of the darkness within us.  He came to bring us into his heavenly kingdom of light one day.

God grant us the grace to see the Light of God, and to believe in the salvation that comes through the Son!

“they will all know me…”

Who are you depending upon for your spiritual care?

Yourself?  Your pastor?  Oprah Winfrey?  No one?

This question sits at the heart of many people’s struggle to know God.  They may not feel that they really have anyone who they can trust with such an important job.  They may feel betrayed by the church, or may not trust everything they hear.  They may feel that no one cares for them as individuals.

Believe it or not, this same question was roiling around at the time of Jeremiah.  The people were facing destruction by the Babylonians, and the priests and prophets did not lead the people to God.  The end result was a great deal of despair and spiritual blindness.
But God had not abandoned them.  Instead, he was preparing them for a new covenant with him, one that would be direct and personal:

"The time is coming," declares the LORD, 
       "when I will make a new covenant 
       with the house of Israel 
       and with the house of Judah. 

It will not be like the covenant 
       I made with their forefathers 
       when I took them by the hand 
       to lead them out of Egypt, 
       because they broke my covenant, 
       though I was a husband to them," 
       declares the LORD. 

"This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel 
       after that time," declares the LORD. 
       "I will put my law in their minds 
       and write it on their hearts. 
       I will be their God, 
       and they will be my people. 

No longer will a man teach his neighbor, 
       or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' 
       because they will all know me, 
       from the least of them to the greatest," 
       declares the LORD. 
       "For I will forgive their wickedness 
       and will remember their sins no more." 

This new covenant was to be one-sided (from God to us) and personal (written on the heart).  It involves the forgiveness of wickedness, and the putting away of all sin.

This prophecy was fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ.  He came into this world as a unilateral act of God, and came to the people in their sins.  He brought a message of pardon and peace.  And he won forgiveness for us through his death on the cross.

This new covenant comes to us today through the message of the Gospel, found in Word and Sacrament.  When we read the Word of God, we connect with the “power of God.”  When we take the body and blood of Jesus, we partake of “the new covenant in his blood, given for you for the forgiveness of sins.”

Because of these promises, we can say with confidence, “God is the one who will take care of me spiritually, through his means of grace.”

“He has walled me in so I cannot escape…”
In our house, we have a deep window well that leads down to the basement.  It is about 5 feet deep, with sheer sides.  The other night, as my wife and I were getting ready for bed, we heard a thud outside the window.  I ran over and opened up the curtains, and saw a rabbit had fallen into the window well.

Since putting in the garden, the rabbits in our back yard have been my occasional enemies.  I have taken steps to prevent them from eating my garden.  So I did not feel too kindly towards this particular rabbit.  This was a moral dilemma for me—to free or not?  If I did, he would likely destroy my garden.  If I did not, I would have to face seeing it die a terrible death from thirst and hunger.

In the book of Lamentations, God points out that the people of Israel were trapped by their own sins, and things seemed hopeless.  God especially pointed out the feelings of the people to being trapped in their sins in chapter 3:

He has walled me in so I cannot escape; 
       he has weighed me down with chains. 

Even when I call out or cry for help, 
       he shuts out my prayer. 

He has barred my way with blocks of stone; 
       he has made my paths crooked. 

Whenever a person suffers, there is a natural sinful tendency for me to blame God.  After all, he made the world, and orders its events.  He could have arranged things so that I do not suffer for my sins.

But this act of blaming ignores three truths, further pointed out in Lamentations 3:

1. God is God, and does what He wants to:
Who can speak and have it happen 
       if the Lord has not decreed it? 

Is it not from the mouth of the Most High 
       that both calamities and good things come? 

2. God uses our sufferings to cause us to see the terrible effects of our sins:

Why should any living man complain 
       when punished for his sins? 

Let us examine our ways and test them, 
       and let us return to the LORD. 

Let us lift up our hearts and our hands 
       to God in heaven, and say: 

"We have sinned and rebelled 
       and you have not forgiven. 

3. God himself will rescue us from our sins:

I called on your name, O LORD, 
       from the depths of the pit. 

You heard my plea: "Do not close your ears 
       to my cry for relief." 

You came near when I called you, 
       and you said, "Do not fear." 

O Lord, you took up my case; 
       you redeemed my life. 

Through the work of the Holy Spirit, God continues to point out our sins and their terrible effects, and to drive us to admit those sins.  Through the death of Jesus Christ, God continues to offer forgiveness of sins, life and peace to all people.  He uses the events of life to cause us to look to him for that forgiveness, and will until the day we die.

I am not trapped in a window well, but I am trapped in my sins.  Are you?  Join with me in confessing our sins and looking to our heavenly master to redeem our lives from sin, through Jesus Christ.

“the smallest seed you plant”

My daughter and I were sorting seeds a while back, and she looked at a corn kernel.  I explained to her what it was, and what it would become, and she looked at me doubtfully.  It was hard to imagine a tiny seed producing such a big plant.

That all changed this week, as the corn in our garden shot up in the hot weather.  Seeing, in this case, really is believing.

God presents this same picture to show what faith is like, in Mark 4:

  Again he said, "What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it? It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, with such big branches that the birds of the air can perch in its shade."
Hearing God’s Word may not seem like much.  The act of baptism might not appear to have any power.  But God tells us that this is the start of a wonderful thing—a relationship with God that will grow and flourish as it receives power from the light of God’s Word, and strengthening with the “living water,” Jesus Christ.  It takes an act of faith to disbelieve our senses, and reason, and to accept that God tells us that his Word is “the power of God for the salvation of those who believe.”

Seeing how God’s Word works in our lives, and in the lives of others, encourages us to cling ever closer to it.  May we ever grow in Christ, through baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and the Bible—God’s means of growth, and grace.

“Repent and live!”

In his preface to the book, “The Great Divorce,” C.S. Lewis discussed his view of the path of life:

“I do not think that all who choose wrong roads perish; but their rescue consists in being put back on the right road.  A wrong sum can be pt right:  but only by going back till you find the error and working it afresh from that point, never by simply going on.  Evil can be undone, but it cannot “develop” into good.  Time does not heal it.  The spell must be be unwound, bit by bit…”

In the book of Ezekiel, God says much the same thing, but with fewer words.  God sent his Word through the prophet Ezekiel, in chapter 18:
    "Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live!

For the nation of Israel, who had strayed from the Lord, the command to repent (“choose a different path”) was both an absolute necessity and an acute impossibility.  It was a necessity because the alternative was eternal death in hell.  It was an impossibility because of the sinfulness and waywardness of man, who cannot choose God nor even want to.

So, if that is the case, how does one get a “new heart and a new spirit?”  Only by realizing our lost condition, and seeing that we cannot save ourselves.  When we see that our paths have led us away from God, and have destined us for hell, we can understand the need for someone to save us, to do what we could not do, and to come and rescue us.

And then Jesus becomes just such a person for us.  His death on the cross becomes the death of our sinful nature.  His resurrection becomes our resurrection.  His path of perfect obedience and direction becomes our path.  His choices become our choices.

In Ezekiel 36, God tells us that he is the solution to our need to repent:
I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.
God grant us the humility to see our situation rightly, and the faith to look to Jesus Christ for ongoing repentance and life!

“they will know that I am the LORD”
In the first 39 chapters of the book of Ezekiel, this phrase occurs no less than 28 times.  The first 26 times, it is the concluding statement to a description of a coming judgment for sin.

In each case, a people had forgotten the majesty and power of God.  In each case, this forgetfulness had led the people to worship and follow other gods.  In each case, God was telling the people that he was still God, and would prove in an exhibition of his power.

The law of God tends to have that effect.  When we are blinded by our own sins, God has to come to us and show us that he is still in charge.  Often, that takes the form of letting us suffer for our forgetfulness, straying, and idolatry.  That is one way to know that “I am” is the LORD.

But in Ezekiel 39, God tells us of another way that he longs to show us that he is the LORD:
  "Therefore this is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will now bring Jacob back from captivity and will have compassion on all the people of Israel, and I will be zealous for my holy name. They will forget their shame and all the unfaithfulness they showed toward me when they lived in safety in their land with no one to make them afraid. When I have brought them back from the nations and have gathered them from the countries of their enemies, I will show myself holy through them in the sight of many nations. Then they will know that I am the LORD their God, for though I sent them into exile among the nations, I will gather them to their own land, not leaving any behind. I will no longer hide my face from them, for I will pour out my Spirit on the house of Israel, declares the Sovereign LORD."
The law terrifies us, but it is the Gospel message that shows us a God who loves us and keeps his covenant of love.  When God sent his Son Jesus into this world, He showed compassion to all people.  When God lifted up his Son Jesus for the sin of the world, he gathered his people from all nations.  When he brought us to faith, His Spirit was poured out on us, bringing us new life and peace with God.
On the last day, all men will come to know and confess Jesus as LORD.  For some, that will be a day of terror, as they experience the full wrath of God in his law.  For others, it will be a day of joy, as they renew their eternal friendship with the lover of their souls, Jesus Christ.  May that day find us knowing that Jesus is LORD, and trusting in him for now and eternity!

“THE LORD IS THERE”
When I was a child, I would look at maps and atlases for fun.  I enjoyed seeing how the rivers, forests, roads, and towns intersected.  I liked seeing the names that people would give to various features and settlements.  And I knew that wherever there was a map, there were people.

Ezekiel chapters 40 to 48 present a rather usual description at a rather unusual time.  Up to chapter 39, we hear of the sin of the people of Israel, and the coming destruction and exile at the hands of the Babylonians.  But chapters 40-48 give a detailed description of a temple in Israel, with places for the people and their prince.  The effect is that of looking at a map of a hypothetical place, in great detail.

Only in the last verse of the last chapter do we discover the name of the city:

  "And the name of the city from that time on will be: 


       THE LORD IS THERE ." 

The essential characteristic of this city is not the fabulous architecture, the temple or its offerings, the rooms for the people, or the river of life that flowed from the temple throughout the land.  The essential characteristic is the fact that God is living with his people, showering them with his love and grace.

We don’t have to wait for a new Jerusalem to come down from heaven to be with God.  We can go to worship and receive communion at church, read our Bibles, have our children baptized, and share the love of Jesus Christ through songs, psalms, and spiritual songs.  And in each case, the truth of that eternal city rings true for God’s means of grace:  The LORD is there!”

Praise God for his love in coming to us, and living with us!
“Salvation comes from the LORD”
Feeling hemmed in?  

Probably you are not as low as Jonah was.  As an Israelite, he had heard the Word of God from his youth.  As a prophet, he was called to go to the land of Ninevah, to tell them that they would be destroyed for their sins.  As a sinful man, he chose to turn away from this call, and to run away from God.

But God cannot be avoided, nor can His will be crossed.  God arranged for Jonah to be stopped in his sinful path, and he spent three days in the belly of a fish.  There, he prayed the following prayer, found in Jonah 2:

    From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the LORD his God. He said: 
  
     "In my distress I called to the LORD, 
       and he answered me. 
       From the depths of the grave I called for help, 
       and you listened to my cry. 

    You hurled me into the deep, 
       into the very heart of the seas, 
       and the currents swirled about me; 
       all your waves and breakers 
       swept over me. 

    I said, 'I have been banished 
       from your sight; 
       yet I will look again 
       toward your holy temple.' 

    The engulfing waters threatened me, 
       the deep surrounded me; 
       seaweed was wrapped around my head. 

    To the roots of the mountains I sank down; 
       the earth beneath barred me in forever. 
       But you brought my life up from the pit, 
       O LORD my God. 

    "When my life was ebbing away, 
       I remembered you, LORD, 
       and my prayer rose to you, 
       to your holy temple. 

    "Those who cling to worthless idols 
       forfeit the grace that could be theirs. 

    But I, with a song of thanksgiving, 
       will sacrifice to you. 
       What I have vowed I will make good. 
       Salvation comes from the LORD." 

Jonan knew that God would actively work against his sin.  He knew that God was a just God, and that His will would be done.  But it took a fish, and three days of pondering, and the ebbing away of his life, for Jonah to see his sins and confess them to a merciful God.  Then the forgiveness that came through the promise of the Savior became his, and his relationship with God was restored.  His life and his soul were saved.
We, too, may be suffering for our stubbornness and our sinful pride.  If so, we can see this suffering as a blessing from God, a warning from the depths of the grave, for us to consider again the promises and love of God, and to turn from ourselves and towards God.  As with Jonah, we have a God who promises to listen to our cries.  As with Jonah, we have a God who will bring our lives up from the pit. As with Jonah, the promise remains for us as well:  “Salvation comes from the LORD.”
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