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 “Your light has come”

“What are all those signs for?” my son asked me the other day, as we came home from his kindergarten class.  He noticed all the road signs, and wanted an easy explanation for all of them.  Unfortunately, I was not able to give him a quick and easy explanation, because there are so many different kinds of signs.

Some are speed limit signs.  They tell you how fast you may drive, and they are there for your safety.  Others are directional signs, which help you find where you need to go.  Still others are ads for things I might want.  A gas station sign tells me the current price ($2.00 and climbing) and reminds me to look and see if I am running out of fuel for my trip.  But the vast majority of signs are ones that I don’t need or want, and all they do is distract me.  I dare not follow all the advice I see on signs, or I would never get to my goal.  After all, a person can only “eat here” so many times in one day. (
Life is a car ride filled with signs.  There is no shortage of people, groups and institutions telling us how to live our lives, how to spend our money, and where to go.  Some of them are useful.  Others of them might help remind us of a need.  But most of them are dangerous.

They are dangerous to us because we have a sinful nature that is all too often led astray, and the signs are made by people who have a sinful nature.  The net effect is that of the “blind guides,” as Jesus points out in Matthew 15. “If a blind man leads a blind man, they will both fall into a pit.”  The collective blindness of myself and others leaves this world a very dark place.
In his love, God did not leave us lost in the blindness of sin.  In his mercy, he sent his Son to be the light of the world. When he died and rose, the light dawned on the world.  When we are crushed by our own blindness, see the depths of our sin, and turn from that darkness, the light dawns in our hearts. This light dispels the darkness by his glorious light.  That light gives us a place of refuge, guides us in our paths, and will soon lead us home to heaven.  Isaiah testifies to that light in chapter 60:

   "Arise, shine, for your light has come, 

    and the glory of the LORD rises upon you. 

    See, darkness covers the earth 

    and thick darkness is over the peoples, 

    but the LORD rises upon you 

    and his glory appears over you. 

    Nations will come to your light, 

    and kings to the brightness of your dawn. 

    "Lift up your eyes and look about you: 

    All assemble and come to you; 

    your sons come from afar, 

    and your daughters are carried on the arm. 

    Then you will look and be radiant, 

    your heart will throb and swell with joy…
“Warning from me”

On my recent trip in Wisconsin, I found myself in an unusual situation.  I was driving along some back roads, and took a wrong turn, and found myself on an access road leading to a frozen lake.  The road showed obvious signs of being used, and had cones showing which way to go.  Even though I had been raised by a lake, which would often freeze in the winter, I had never driven my truck out on the lake.  The opportunity seemed too good to ignore.

I got out of my truck, and looked around.  I looked out on the lake, and saw many people there, but I could not tell if they had trucks there or not.  I thought about the warm weather we had recently experienced, and I looked around for others who might be driving onto the ice.  I thought about all this, and it must have taken quite a while, because an older gentleman came out of a nearby house, and walked over to talk to me.

He said just two words—“I wouldn’t.”

At that moment a truck rumbled by and drove out onto the ice.  I turned and looked at the man, and he shrugged his shoulders, repeated his words, “I wouldn’t,” and turned and went in his house.

Temptation is often just like that—a feeling, some evidence, many thoughts, and wondering.  We might not know what God would have us do, or be in doubt whether we can get away with what we want to do.  We may want to try something out to see what happens.

This is why the Lord gives us others to warn and guide us.  Like the gentleman at the lake, God sends people into our lives to point out the errors of thinking, and to lead us in his paths.

God sent Ezekiel on just such a task.  He was to warn the people of their sins.  That this was Ezekiel’s task is shown in chapter 3:

    At the end of seven days the word of the LORD came to me: "Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; so hear the word I speak and give them warning from me. When I say to a wicked man, 'You will surely die,' and you do not warn him or speak out to dissuade him from his evil ways in order to save his life, that wicked man will die for his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. But if you do warn the wicked man and he does not turn from his wickedness or from his evil ways, he will die for his sin; but you will have saved yourself. 

    "Again, when a righteous man turns from his righteousness and does evil, and I put a stumbling block before him, he will die. Since you did not warn him, he will die for his sin. The righteous things he did will not be remembered, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. But if you do warn the righteous man not to sin and he does not sin, he will surely live because he took warning, and you will have saved yourself." 

God uses such people to warn us, but the warning comes from him.  He seeks to turn us from our sins, and to turn our hearts to the Savior who takes away sins.  He forgives our sins, and will lead us through his Word.  God grant that, when we are tempted, we “get back in the truck, turn around, and drive away.”
“I will…”

“Failure.”  It’s such an ugly word, because it is so personal.  When I fail, I understand that an opportunity was lost, a talent was wasted, or a relationship was damaged.  Often a failure works its way into our psyche, and makes us feel that we are failures.  That feeling can create sadness, anger, or despair.

Oddly enough, however, “failure” is a good summary of how the Old Testament nation of Israel carried out its work of staying close to God.  The old covenant was simple—“I will be your God, and you will be my people.”  Unfortunately, while God held up his end, the Israelites did not.  They turned away from God, fell into idolatry, and finally were taken away from their promised land of Canaan.

“Failure” is also a good summary of how we treat God in the New Testamant era.  Just cursory look through the Ten Commandments will serve to convince us that every day, in thought, word and action, by what we do and what we leave undone, we have failed to be God’s people.  Like Israel, this failure leads us to turn away from his Word, worship gods of money, success, friends, or laziness, and if left untreated, will remove us from fellowship with Him.

This failure led God to do the unthinkable—to choose to take up our sins and failures in Himself.  He chose to send a son, Jesus, to live a life of commitment to God, and to suffer the wrath of God on the cross.  Our failures became His success.  His success was given to us in place of our failures.  Because we could not do right, He was right for us.  In doing so, we received a new fellowship with Him, as a free gift.

This action of God is summed up in Ezekiel 36, when he talked about what He would do to keep the covenant:

    " 'For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. 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. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. You will live in the land I gave your forefathers; you will be my people, and I will be your God. I will save you from all your uncleanness.”
“The Books were Opened”

In the popular television show, “Law and Order,” the viewers follow a court case from the discovery to the final trial.  The detectives find a suspect, and the court hears the case.  Typically a jury determines guilt or innocence, but often the verdicts are edged with doubt.  A person might not really know if justice was served, or if the truth really came out.

The book of Daniel presents another court case in chapter 7, picturing God judging the nations on his throne:

"Thrones were set in place, 

    and the Ancient of Days took his seat. 

    His clothing was as white as snow; 

    the hair of his head was white like wool. 

    His throne was flaming with fire, 

    and its wheels were all ablaze. 

    A river of fire was flowing, 

    coming out from before him. 

    Thousands upon thousands attended him; 

    ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him. 

    The court was seated, 

    and the books were opened. 

Unlike human courts, God’s judgments are never doubtful or unsure.  He judges the nations with perfect wisdom and knowledge.  He knows the truth.
The truth is that all people fall under the curse of God for their crimes against him.  No one can stand on their own feet before that court, because “there is no one righteous, not even one.” (Romans 3)  Yet Daniel also points condemned criminals to their salvation.  Not knowing the name of Jesus, Daniel still understood who he was and testified to him:

    "In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed. 
Because of the work of this coming Savior, the judgment on Daniel was changed to a verdict of “not guilty.”  Daniel believed that, and was declared “not guilty.”  That same kingdom comes to us through the Word.  We too, are declared “not guilty” in the blood of the Lamb.  God grant us the faith of Daniel to turn to our Savior and have that declaration made upon us—“not guilty” because of the Lamb!

“the Prophet Elijah”

“Don’t I get a warning?” my son asked me yesterday.  He had done something wrong, and I had spoken to him about it.  I asked him why, and he said, “That way I can know not to do that again.”

Without dissecting his reasoning, it is a truth that each of us likes reminders and warnings.  Whether it is a courtesy wake-up call, a reprimand from a police officer (instead of a ticket), or a word of concern, from a friend, we appreciate a warning in advance.

In the last book of the Old Testament, the book of Malachi serves as a warning to God’s people.  In Chapter 4 God says,

    "See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the LORD comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse."
John the Baptist was identified as an “Elijah” when he warned the people about the need for repentance and turning away from their sins.  John the Baptist came to turn the hearts of the people away from themselves.

God still sends “Elijah”s into the world, armed with his Word, warning and turning people away from their sinful ways, towards Him.  He does this through his Law.  When a person hears the message of warning, and sees the extent of his sins, he then is ready to hear the message of pardon and peace found at the cross of Christ.  God’s goal in sending “Elijah” is to encourage us to do what he said in Matthew 11:
   “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”
Thank God for the “Elijah”s in our lives!  Thank God for the rest we have in Jesus!

“Everything I have is yours…”

Recently I went looking for the keys to the car.  I searched my office, the house, and even outside.  I had an appointment I needed to get to!  I was frustrated and angry.  So that I was not late, I grabbed my wife’s keys and went out to my truck.  The keys, of course, were in the ignition.  It turns out that the keys were not lost after all—I was the lost one.

One wonders if the older brother in the parable of the Lost Son felt the same way.  Luke 15 tells about a “lost” son who takes his inheritance, spends it on wild living, becomes poor, and then returns to his father in humility.  His father welcomes him back with open arms, forgives him, and restores him.  Is all well?  Not exactly…Luke 15 tells us the reaction of the older brother:

   “The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. But he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ 

   “ ‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ ” 

The older brother was missing an important part of his father’s inheritance—mercy.  The father knew his own sins, but loved because he had first been loved by God.  This prompted him to forgive his son’s great transgression.  The older brother missed out on his own sins, rather seeking to justify himself.  Because he did not understand the extent of his own sins, he was not willing to forgive.  Ironically enough, in the end the older brother who stayed home was the “lost” son.

God grant us the grace to see ourselves as we are before God, and to turn to him both for forgiveness and for strength to forgive the sins of others.

“I have called you friends”
Looking for a friend?  God gives us friends to help support us, encourage us, and stand by us.  They are important gifts from God, especially in times of trouble.
In John 15, Jesus calls us his friends:

Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master's business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you. You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit–fruit that will last. Then the Father will give you whatever you ask in my name.
Note the beginning of this friendship—not that we chose Jesus, but that in mercy he chose us.  Note the basis of this friendship—the obedience to Jesus’ commands, as found in the Bible.  Note the blessing of this friendship-all of the knowledge that Jesus received from the Father he gives to us.  Note the result of this friendship—the bearing of fruit that will last to eternity.

The troubles of this world will always exist—and they are opportunities to turn to Jesus, in his Word, and to marvel once again at a friendship that comes to us in spite of us, and which brings peace, love, obedience, and eternal life.  God grant that we seek out our friend Jesus in His Word!
“He was filled with joy…”
Talk about a rough night!  The book of Acts tells about a man who ran a jail in the city of Philippi.  Under the Roman system, a jailer was responsible for the prisoners in his jail—if they escaped, he had to serve out the rest of their sentences.  Prisoners were not cared for, unless relatives or friends provided for them.  Being a jailer was no picnic.

This particular jailer had received a pair of men who had caused a riot in the city, who had been beaten and were to appear before the judges in the morning.  Therefore he took the precaution of putting them in the most secure cell, and even putting their feet in stocks.

But the worst part of the night was coming.  These two men stayed up singing psalms and praying, and around midnight, an earthquake shook the entire prison, all the doors of the prison opened, and everyone’s chains came loose.  The jailer saw disaster in these events, so he did a logical thing—he took out his sword and prepared to kill himself.

This might have been the end of the story, had not God intervened through the two prisoners, Paul and Silas.  Acts 16 shows us God’s grace:

But Paul shouted, “Don't harm yourself! We are all here!” 

   The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. He then brought them out and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 

   They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved–you and your household.” Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his family were baptized. The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God–he and his whole family. 

Notice the complete lack of conditions that God places on eternal life—merely believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved.  Given the evidence of God’s power that night, even that was not something the man had to do—God had come to him to show him his sins, and give him eternal life.
We may have spent our lives living in prisons of our own building, living in fear and guilt.  We may have done heartless things to others.  We may have even tried to kill ourselves, or thought about it.  But no matter what our sins, we too have eternal life and forgiveness through the Lord Jesus.  Through God’s demonstration of power and love at the cross, sinners like Paul, the jailer, me and you are called to new life, and “filled with joy.”

“To win the prize…”
In his detailed book on the Stalinist purges of the 1930’s, titled “Great Terror,” Robert Conquest tells of the show trials that took place in 1936-38.  In each case, the trials were intended to rid the Soviet Union of enemies or allies of Stalin who had proved dangerous to the dictator.  In every case the decision had already been rendered, and the punishment decided upon beforehand.  Often, in preparation for the trial, the accused would be tortured until they offered a confession of all of their sins.  In almost every case, the accused would be found guilty and would be condemned to death.  One such accused yelled at the court, “Why?  Why me?  Josif Vissarionovich, (a friendly name for Stalin) why me?”

The early history of the church is full of examples of people suffering and dying in equally unfair ways.  One might also be inclined to be angry or to cry out, “Why?”  Even in our own, lesser suffering, often there is an element of self-righteousness and bewilderment, as if we did not deserve such treatment.  We, to, might echo the question of “Why?”
Such trials should not surprise us. Jesus told his disciples in Matthew 24, 

  “Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me “

The Apostle Paul tells us in Philippians 3 that such sufferings are part and parcel of the Christian life:
     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. 

   Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.
Thus, our path to heaven leads through persecution.  In doing so, we follow the path that Jesus took, since he is the one who has called us to him.  Jesus Christ is the answer to all our “Why?”s.
“Clothe yourselves with humility…”

In the early Christian church, a baptismal tradition was to enter the river of baptism fully clothed, and to remove all the clothes when baptized.  A clean plain white robe was then given to the baptized person as they left the river, a symbol of the new life that he had received through faith.

Peter may be harkening back to this tradition in 1 Peter 5, where God tells his people:

All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.
Peter compares the act of putting on clothes in the morning to the act of examining yourself with God’s Law, and seeing the utter inability of “human clothes” to satisfy.  In the morning, we can look at the “clothing” of our sinful way of life—be that pride in money, fame, accomplishments, family, friends, power, good looks, or a good reputation—and see in all of them what Isaiah 64 sees:

All of us have become like one who is unclean,   

and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; 

Instead, Peter urges us to pick up the simple robes of Christ’s humility, and to admit that it is only through Christ’s work of redemption that any good is done in our lives.

This act of humbling ourselves has two effects—one, a “lifting up” that comes to us by Christ’s death on the cross, and his perfect life given to us; and two, the ability to “cast our anxiety on him,” confident that he cares for us and will deal with our fears as he has our sins.
God grant us the humility to see our clothes as inadequate, and the thankfulness to God for his act of “clothing us in Christ!”
“Everything new!”

“Use it up, wear it out, make it do, do without…”

Ever hear this old New England ditty?  The idea behind it is two-fold:
1) Things wear out at an alarming rate,

2) We might need to wait for new things from time to time.
I guess that my own life testifies to the truth of the first—I see my body, possessions, memories, even hair mass, wearing out at an alarming rate.  This also seems to be true of the entire world.  The apostle Paul speaks of this phenomena in I Corinthians 4:

   But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus' sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body. So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you. 

The truth of the world is that we cannot save ourselves, because our decay comes from sin, and sin is in us.  But the mystery of Christ is that he has chosen to use the decay of this world to prove his own power.  As a child, he came into the world and took on human flesh.  As an adult, he offered himself up to endure hell and a shameful death on our behalf.  As the Son of God, he raised himself to prove his victory over death and ascended into heaven to prepare a place for us.

Chapter 21 of the Book of Revelation offers a glimpse of the “newness” that is even now being prepared for us:

   Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” 

   He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” 

“Hidden”

I have a brain.  That brain functions in a persistent manner, trying to make sense of the world around me, and of who I am.  This invariably leads me to conclusions about myself and this world.

I also have a God.  This God speaks to me through his Word, and tells me about himself.  He also tries to lead me to conclusions about myself and this world.

Additionally, I have a sinful nature.  This clouds my perceptions, distorts my thinking, and often leads me to misunderstand what God is trying to teach me through his Word.  I might well choose my own understanding over God’s.

In the 11th chapter of Matthew, Jesus gives insight into how these three—my brain, my God and my sinful nature—interact:

   At that time Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure. 

   “All things have been committed to me by my Father. No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him. 

   “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” 

The three paragraphs seem to speak of the “3 R’s” of this interaction:

1) Realization—No amount of education or intellect will lead me to God, because these things are not from man.  Rather, knowledge and learning can actually lead me away from God.  “All we like sheep have gone astray.”

2) Recognition—Only through Jesus Christ can we know the Father.  This recognition urges us to move away from our own understanding and wisdom, and to “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness.”  

3) Relaxation—In coming to Jesus through the means of grace, you find rest and peace for my soul.  You can realize that you do not need to strive mightily to find God, because God comes to you in the person of Jesus Christ.  You can know that Jesus’ sacrifice for you paid the debt of your sins, and his sinless life is a free gift of his love.  That knowledge brings you “the peace which the world cannot give.”

God grant us the strength to know what to know, and what not to know!

“Like this child…”

Our society seems to be entering a “leadership” phase.  Books abound, within the church and without, about how to find and exert this elusive thing called “leadership.”

Jesus spoke about leadership in Matthew 18, in response to a question from his disciples:

   At that time the disciples came to Jesus and asked, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 

   He called a little child and had him stand among them. And he said: “I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 

Jesus’ vision of leadership was to be child-like, with the specific attribute of humility.  That person, Jesus said, is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.

To extend that point, the rest of Matthew 18 discusses the “child-like” attribute of humility showing itself:

vv.5-9 Not choosing to lead others into sin, but rather to help others

vv. 10-14 Rejoicing over the return of the lost sheep

vv. 15-20 Seeking to turn others away from their sins

vv.21-35 Consistently forgiving as we have been forgiven.

When I hear these commands of Jesus to be ‘child-like,” I understand the extent of my sins.  I see that I have often been the exact opposite of what Jesus has commanded—I have often led others into sin, have not rejoiced over the return of the lost sheep, have gossiped about the sins of others, and have not forgiven as God forgave me.  Each of these sins falls under the judgment of God, “You will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”
The death of Jesus our Lord, on the cross, was God’s answer to my sin.  He came and kept God’s laws, including the law of humility, perfectly—never once sinning—and then went to the cross willingly as my substitute.  His ascension into heaven made me a child again—a child of God, who seeks to know and do his will.

Thus our leadership flows from our relationship with our heavenly Father, through faith in Jesus Christ.  God grant us the wisdom to understand this, and the humility to live our lives as a thank-offering to Him!

“New wine”

A yeast cell is a tiny being, yet it has powerful abilities.  It can produce light and fluffy bread, or change water and sugar into wine.  In each case it works almost invisibly to the naked eye.  The only signs are a bubbling, a yeasty smell, and carbon dioxide. This working of the yeast only occurs for a time, and under certain conditions.  Once the bread is baked, or the wine is made, the process ends.

Jesus compares the working of yeast to the working of the Word of God in Mark 2:

“And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, he pours new wine into new wineskins.”
The old wineskins represent the old covenant—“I will be your God, and you will be my people.”  This covenant was really just vinegar, for it had been ruined by the sins of the people.  Even though God continued to be their God, the ancient Israelites did not continue to be the people of God.  Their sins led them away from God, and into the greater sin of trying to save themselves through works, and justify themselves through God.

The new wineskins represent the new covenant—“God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  This covenant recognized that our inability to be God’s people required God to keep both ends of the agreement.  So he sent his Son Jesus into the world to be “sin for us,” and gave the “righteousness of God” to us as a free gift.

This new covenant cannot exist with the old.  We cannot have both ourselves and Jesus as our Savior.  This was the reason Jesus told his disciples in Matthew 16:

“Be on your guard against the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”

As children of God, we will want to ruthlessly examine our lives for signs of sinful pride, and rid ourselves of them through confession to God, and repentance, or change of path.  This action of choice is ours through Jesus Christ, and the work of the Holy Spirit.  God grant us new wineskins, for this new wine of faith!

“You may know the certainty…”

“Are you sure?”

These words are a common expression, especially when we hear something incredible.  We often need to hear something repeated, or need to take time to make the idea fit into our heads.  “Are you sure?”

The Word of God tells us many incredible things.  It tells us that God wants us to be perfect in thought, word, and action.  It tells us that God will send anyone who is not perfect to hell.  It tells us that God is working against the sins of the world each and every day.  These incredible statements might shock us, and lead us to ask, “Are you sure that is what God demands?”

The Word of God also tells us that, in love, God decided to solve the problem of sin by planning to send his Son to save the world.  The Son of God became a man and came to this earth.  He lived the perfect and spotless life we could not live.  He suffered hell for us when he died on the cross.  He rose again from the dead, and went back to heaven.  He is there right now preparing a place for us.  These statements, also, might lead us to ask, “Are you sure He did all this?”

Finally, the Word of God tells us that Jesus’ perfect life and sacrificial death are ours merely by believing it to be true.  It requires no effort or special life, nor is it in any way an action on our behalf.  God has done and still does all the work, and gives this new life to us through faith.  This free gift might lead us to say, “Are you sure that’s all there is to it?”

We need reminders because our sinful flesh clings to us and makes us forget.  God’s Word serves the purpose of reminding us and leading us to know and believe in God.  This is why the Word of God was written, as Luke testifies in his first chapter:

  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.
Through the Word of God we can see again the truths of God, and be reminded of the plan of God as found in Jesus Christ.  Through reading and pondering the Word of God we can be sure!

“Lord, don’t trouble yourself…”

How big is God?  Does he fit into my pocket?  Into my mind?  Into my church?  Into my time schedule?

One answer is provided in Luke 7.  A Roman centurion had a servant who needed healing, and he asked for help from Jesus.  As Jesus was walking to the centurion’s house, he received another message from the centurion:

  He was not far from the house when the centurion sent friends to say to him: "Lord, don't trouble yourself, for I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. That is why I did not even consider myself worthy to come to you. But say the word, and my servant will be healed. For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.”
The Roman centurion understood the true measure of God—that he was everywhere, could do anything, and all things, as he wished, without effort.  He understood the authority that Jesus had been given.

A similar understanding led the Roman centurion to see his position before God—only in one place, limited in ability and strength, sinful and unworthy of God’s trouble and time.  This fact led the Roman centurion to humble himself before God.

Our sinful condition might also lead us to a similar conclusion—that “all we like sheep have gone astray.”  It might lead us to fear the power and majesty of God, and to want to avoid him.  However, when we look at the cross of Jesus Christ, we also see the limitless love of God—a love which led him to sacrifice himself in our place.  This love moves us to seek him out and call on him in our time of need.

So, how big is God?  Big enough to be able to help, and big enough to love us perfectly.  Praise God for his “bigness!”
“This is what I’ll do…”

The current debate over Social Security in our society masks a greater truth—we cannot know what the future brings.  We can’t know if the world, the United States or ourselves will still be around tomorrow, much less decades from now.  Only God knows the future.

Jesus pointed this out in Luke 12:

Then he said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” 

   And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ 

    “Then he said, ‘This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I'll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.” ’ 

   “But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ 

   “This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.” 

This parable reminds us that mankind’s universal approach to life is an attempt to hoard and gather wealth, so that we might ensure a good life.  But a good life does not come from wealth and hoarding.  Our sins of greed actually lead us away from God, as in the parable.  For each of these sins, we deserve both physical and eternal death.

Jesus came into the world to save us from eternal death by becoming death for us.  He lived a greed-free life, and died for each of our excesses on the cross.  The punishment of hell for our greed was paid by Jesus on the cross.  Our lives are thus set free from bondage to money, and set free to be “rich towards God.”  

Praise God for the riches of heaven given to us through Jesus Christ!

“On rock…”

Rock or sand? Which would you prefer?

Sand has a number of advantages over rock – it is easy to work with, lighter, and can be easily moved. Sand can be made more solid by compression, and it lets water flow through it. 

Rock, on the other hand, is hard to work and heavy. It is unyielding except by great effort. Often it is easier to change the plans to work around a rock, than to move or remove the rock.

A similar question might be phrased in relation to God’s Word – which is easier, to change God’s Word to conform to my beliefs, or to change my thinking and actions to conform to God’s Word?

Jesus gives us the answer in Luke 6:

  “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say? I will show you what he is like who comes to me and hears my words and puts them into practice. He is like a man building a house, who dug down deep and laid the foundation on rock. When a flood came, the torrent struck that house but could not shake it, because it was well built. But the one who hears my words and does not put them into practice is like a man who built a house on the ground without a foundation. The moment the torrent struck that house, it collapsed and its destruction was complete.”

Jesus tells us in this parable that the choice is not between two ways of thinking, or two preferences, but between life and death. By nature, we will in sin always take the easy way. We will seek to charge God to fit our views of him. Jesus compares that to building on sand – easy to do, but quick to collapse when times of testing come. 

The harder path is to have the Law to “cut away” our hardened pride, and to seek to hear and know the truth, regardless of how it makes me feel, or how much effort is involved.  In doing so, we see our own inability to be strong, and re-learn our need for a “rock” under us.

This “rock” is identified in I Peter 2:

  As you come to him, the living Stone–rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him– you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.” Now to you who believe, this stone is precious.

Jesus, by his work of redemption, is a foundation that will never fall or fail. God grant that we always look to Jesus as our rock.

“Everything in His hands”

“Who’s in charge here?”  
These words may be uttered by an angry restaurant patron, a bewildered employee, or an exasperated parent.  They demonstrate a common experience—that we want to know who we can turn to for resolution of a problem, or for guidance in times of difficulty.  We can also confess that often we have wished we could be in charge, even when we are not.  Our sinful nature responds to such a question, “Well, if I were in charge, then…”

The temptation to be in charge and have all of the answers is presented to John the Baptist in John 3.  His disciples were in a dispute, and came to him asking if Jesus should be baptizing.  John’s reply demonstrated the recognition that Jesus always has been and always will be the answer:

   27To this John replied, “A man can receive only what is given him from heaven. 28You yourselves can testify that I said, ‘I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of him.’ 29The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom's voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. 30He must become greater; I must become less. 

   31“The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is from the earth belongs to the earth, and speaks as one from the earth. The one who comes from heaven is above all. 32He testifies to what he has seen and heard, but no one accepts his testimony. 33The man who has accepted it has certified that God is truthful. 34For the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives the Spirit without limit. 35The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands. 36Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him.”

John clearly taught that only through Jesus can we have eternal life.  This presents a problem to our sinful nature, which wants to be in charge.  We cannot have both our sinful pride and Jesus at the center of our life.  There is only room for one to sit on the throne.  Thus we need to hear about the majesty of God and the danger of rejecting him.
But to those, who through faith, turn to Jesus as their “bridegroom,” Jesus presents himself as a perfect lord and master, who is always concerned, caring, loving and merciful.  He demonstrated that lordship through his death, as seen in Revelation 5:

9And they sang a new song: “You are worthy to take the scroll 
      and to open its seals, because you were slain, 
      and with your blood you purchased men for God 
      from every tribe and language and people and nation. 10You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth.”
Praise to our Savior Jesus for his worthy lordship over all things!  He truly is the “one in charge!”

“If you were blind…”

Astigmatism. Color-blindness. Glaucoma. Hyperopia. Macular Degeneration. Myopia.  All of these words are used to describe problems of the eyes, which lead to physical low vision or blindness.  They are treatable or reversible in the hands of a skilled specialist.  But while untreated, they cause a separation from full enjoyment of the beauties of this world.  Physical blindness is a terrible thing.
John 9 tells the story of Jesus healing a man born blind:

  As he went along, he saw a man blind from birth. 2is disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 

   “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life. As long as it is day, we must do the work of him who sent me. Night is coming, when no one can work. While I am in the world, I am the light of the world.” 

   Having said this, he spit on the ground, made some mud with the saliva, and put it on the man's eyes. “Go,” he told him, “wash in the Pool of Siloam” (this word means Sent). So the man went and washed, and came home seeing. 

Ignorance. Pride.  Self-righteousness.  Judgmentalism. Selfishness. Vanity. Self-absorption.  All of these words are sued to describe problems of the heart, which lead to spiritual low vision or blindness.  They are treatable or reversible in the hands of the Savior of the world.  But if left untreated, the cause a separation from the full enjoyment of the grace and peace of God.  Spiritual blindness is even more terrible than physical blindness.
John 9 tells the story of Jesus also healing this same man’s spiritual blindness:

   Jesus heard that they had thrown him out, and when he found him, he said, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” 

   “Who is he, sir?” the man asked. “Tell me so that I may believe in him.” 

   Jesus said, “You have now seen him; in fact, he is the one speaking with you.” 

   Then the man said, “Lord, I believe,” and he worshiped him. 

   Jesus said, “For judgment I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those who see will become blind.” 

   Some Pharisees who were with him heard him say this and asked, “What? Are we blind too?” 

   Jesus said, “If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but now that you claim you can see, your guilt remains. 

God grant us the ongoing awareness of our natural spiritual blindness, and the faith to look to Jesus for healing and sight!

“You know the way…”

Maps are useful things, because they help show us the way to our destination.  I can use a paper map, look on the internet for an interactive map, or ask someone else to give me directions from a map in their head.  But what map would I use to show me the way to heaven?

Jesus’ disciple asked him this same question in John 14, in response to Jesus’ words:
   “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.” 

   Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don't know where you are going, so how can we know the way?”
John tells us that the disciples were confused and troubled about many things the week before Jesus died.  This must have added to their confusion.  Where was Jesus going?  How would they get there?

Jesus gave them a simple answer in John 14:

   Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.
Notice that Jesus does not give them a long list of things to do or know in order to get to heaven.  He does not say he will show them the way.  He says He is the way.

In a confusing and troubling world, it is often easy to come to assume that there are many things that need to be done to be a good person.  But Jesus is the way to God, and goodness, and heaven.  When you come to Jesus in His Word, you come to the way.  When you learn of Jesus in his Word, you learn the truth.  When you believe in Jesus as your Savior, you have life in this world and the next.  Then, like the disciples, Jesus says to you, “You know the way!”
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