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“Making peace”
Consensus building.  Creative conflict.  Agreement without compromise. Win-win solutions.

Hear any of these phrases lately?  They reflect a shift in the corporate model of dealing with disagreements, away from a competitive model, and towards a model that seeks to find mutually agreeable solutions.  They encourage people to look beyond individual opinions and stubbornness, and to look to new ways to get along together.

In the business world, they can have tremendous benefits.  They can build “togetherness” and encourage teamwork.  They can bring together people into common causes.  They can boost productivity and increase learning.

In the spiritual world, however, these benefits can become problems.  This is because we might be tempted to think that we can approach God in the same way.  History (and my history) is filled with examples of people who sought to rationalize, compromise, adapt, or judge the words of God.  And who has not made promises to God to change this or that behavior, in return some blessing from God?
God reveals himself to us differently.  He thunders from the mountain with his commandments, “You shall…” and “You shall not…”  No mediation groups were set up at Mt. Sinai.  And the conflict which the law causes is not creative, but rather is destructive.  Each person has to face God, and admit that they cannot keep the perfect laws of God, nor reach the holiness God demands.
But just as the law helps us understand our inability to reach God, so does the Gospel point out our complete Savior from sin.  Because we could not come to God, he came to us.  Because we could not be perfect, he was perfect in our place.  And because we could not pay the penalty of sin, he paid it for us.

Colossians 1 reminds us of how Jesus is the one solution, which comes to make peace between us and God:

  He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.
Praise to God for the gift of His Son, Jesus, who has made peace for us!

“Some people…have wandered…”

I did it again.  Even though I promised myself that I would never do it, I did it.

I took a short-cut.

I was walking to a friend’s house, and I decided that if I just turned left, I could cut off a few hundred yards from the length of my trip.  Granted, it was not part of the directions I had been given, but it made perfect sense.  Unfortunately, when I got to the next corner, I saw that I couldn’t turn the way I wanted to, so I took another detour, and so on, and so on…

Finally, after calling my friend, and retracing my steps, I got to his house, only 20 minutes late.

I should never take a short-cut. They almost always end up taking more time, and they convince me to ignore the directions I have been given.  Yet I am sure I will make this same mistake again, and regret it again.

I Timothy 6 compares this idea of taking a short-cut to the sin of greed:

    But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs. 

The love of money is pictured here as a short-cut on the path of life.  It describes this short-cut as leading to trap, filled with ruin and destruction.  It compares love of money as a root, that when planted, grows into many other sins.
Because I have a sinful heart, I must confess that I have often fallen into the temptation of taking a monetary “short-cut.”  I have assumed that if I had a full bank account, or my index fund was doing well, I would be happy.  I also must confess that I have at times considered a dollar spent on myself as better spent than one spent on the things of God.  And I have suffered for such sins, as the Scripture clearly states.

Yet I can also confess that God has rescued me from these sins.  At just the right time, when I was lost and pierced with my own griefs, Jesus came to me through His Word and told me about his sacrifice on my behalf.  He showed me his pierced body, given as a substitute for me.  He gave me his life of richness towards God.  He promised me a land of immeasurable richness, and promised to prepare a place for me there.

Jesus’ act of finding me has given me courage to face my sins, and to walk with him past the wreckage of my own failures.  His promise of eternal love gives me the love to love him in return.  And the riches of heaven move me to give up all things, even love of money, for him.  Paul describes this attitude at the end of I Timothy 6:

   Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.
Praise God for his gift of life that is truly life!

“Praise be to the Lord!”

The book of Ruth is a story of a woman, Naomi, who suffers terrible difficulty.  Ruth chapter 1 tells us:

    In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab. The man's name was Elimelech, his wife's name Naomi, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah. And they went to Moab and lived there. 

    Now Elimelech, Naomi's husband, died, and she was left with her two sons. They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband. 

The tale of Naomi’s suffering is sad—not only for what happened to her, but for her poor choices.  She had broken several explicit commands of God in her decision to move to Moab and settle down—commands to avoid the godless nations around her, to give her children in marriage to anyone other than a Jew, and to stay on the land God had given her.  In her sin, she had left the true worship of God, and the promised land given to her.  It may be that she thought of the deaths as a punishment from God for her trespasses.  Her words testified that “The Lord’s hand has gone out against me!”

But it had not.  Rather, her hard times were an opportunity to return to the God of Israel, and to see again his plan of salvation.  When things had bottomed out for her, she decided to return to Israel, and Ruth, her daughter-in-law, came with her.  Through Ruth, she was able to receive food, and finally to become part of the nation of Israel again.  When Ruth met her future husband Boaz, she also became part of the line of King David and the King of Heaven, Jesus Christ.  Through faith in this coming Savior, Naomi was also able to have forgiveness of sins, and the promise of a heavenly home that would never fade or perish.
For the Jews who lived near Naomi, this was again evidence of the Lord’s goodness.  Ruth chapter 4 tells us:

   So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. Then he went to her, and the LORD enabled her to conceive, and she gave birth to a son.  The women said to Naomi: "Praise be to the LORD, who this day has not left you without a kinsman-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel!  He will renew your life and sustain you in your old age. For your daughter-in-law, who loves you and who is better to you than seven sons, has given him birth." 

     Then Naomi took the child, laid him in her lap and cared for him. The women living there said, "Naomi has a son." And they named him Obed. He was the father of Jesse, the father of David. 

God has also called us into the family of Jesus through faith, even when we were far off from Him.  Right now he is preparing an eternal home for us.  Praise be to the Lord!
“Better than a slave”

What kind of worker would you like to have—a slave, or a co-owner?

Who would do better work—a hired servant, or a son?

Who would have more love and loyalty for you—a captive, or an heir?

Most businesses would say that a person with a vested interest in their business would be the better worker.  They would feel more connection, have more concern, and take more care than a slave or captive would.

The book of Philemon presents just such a case.  Onesimus was a run-away slave from his master Philemon.  By the grace of God Onesimus came to Paul, and became a Christian.  Now Paul was sending him back to Philemon, but to a different relationship:

    I am sending him—who is my very heart—back to you. I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced. Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good— no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord. 

The ironies in the situation are everywhere—that Paul, a man in chains, was sending Onesimus back into slavery.  That Onesimus left a slave, and returned a brother.  That Philemon was to treat him both as a slave and as a friend.
Yet these ironies are not too distant from any Christian.  We can say that we, too, have met and heard the Word of God from those who still struggle with the “chains” of sin.  We too, can say that once we were slaves to sin, but now by the grace of God, we are brothers in Christ.  We too can say that God calls us to treat those in this world both as slaves to sin and as those whom Jesus loved and died for on the cross.

Paul used this analogy of “freed slaves” in Romans 8, to encourage those who had been set free, not to return to their slavery to sin:

    Therefore, brothers, we have an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it. For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live, because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship. And by him we cry, "Abba, Father." The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory. 

God has freed all men by the redeeming work of his Son, Jesus Christ.  This freedom comes to us by faith.  May we believe it, and live our lives as people who are free—free from slavery, and free to be his sons and heirs of eternal life.
“They built the altar on its foundation…”

Imagine that you were a refugee returning to your home, after being in exile.  You had been away for 40 years, and when you came back, your land was ruined, your towns were occupied, and your churches were in rubble.

What would you do?

In the book of Ezra, we hear about the children of Israel returning from exile in Babylon.  This exile was both a result of their own sin of turning away from God, and a part of God’s plan.   Now, by the grace of God, they were allowed to return, and see the land the Lord had given them again.  They likely felt many conflicting emotions as they came back to the rubble that once was their homeland.

Ezra 3 tells us that the people of God had learned an important lesson in exile—that their relationship with God was the most important priority.  So before they rebuilt the temple, put up walls, or got to know the neighbors, they renewed their relationship with God:

Despite their fear of the peoples around them, they built the altar on its foundation and sacrificed burnt offerings on it to the LORD, both the morning and evening sacrifices.  Then in accordance with what is written, they celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles with the required number of burnt offerings prescribed for each day.  After that, they presented the regular burnt offerings, the New Moon sacrifices and the sacrifices for all the appointed sacred feasts of the LORD, as well as those brought as freewill offerings to the LORD.  On the first day of the seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings to the LORD, though the foundation of the LORD's temple had not yet been laid.
The picture of an altar in a pile of rubble must have been a potent one.  The rubble was a visible reminder of their sin of idolatry.  The altar was a visible symbol of their relationship with God.  Their act of building the altar first testified to their new-found understanding that only God could provide the blessings they eagerly sought—life, prosperity and peace.  By themselves, they would only turn away from God and suffer for their sins.

God calls us also to examine the rubble of our lives, and to see how we have sinned, and suffered for those sins.  This is not an easy task, because it humbles us and forces us to admit our inability to do what God demands.  We, like the nation of Israel, have to admit not only that we have turned away from God, but that we will continue to do so, if left to our own devices.
But God does not leave us to our own devices.  Instead, he sent his son Jesus to become a living altar, the one who comes and finds us, brings us back to God, and keeps us close to him.  He did this by his death on the cross, his resurrection to life, and his ascension to glory.  I Peter 2 testifies to this setting up of a new altar in our hearts:

  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.
God grant us the grace to believe and always value our relationship with Jesus first and foremost!

“the joy of the LORD is your strength”

Bad news can come in many different forms.  A letter with unwelcome news.  A visit by several official-looking people.  A serious phone call.

It can also come through the Word of God.  In fact, by definition any time we hear the Law of God, it is bad news.  Bad because it tells us that we need to be perfect to satisfy God.  Bad because it shows us that we cannot be perfect.  Bad because it tells us that our failure leads us to an eternity in hell.

In Nehemiah 8, we hear the reaction of the people of the exile to the reading of the “bad news” of the Law:

   Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to them all, "This day is sacred to the LORD your God. Do not mourn or weep." For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law.
A person who hears bad news might have different reactions.  They might deny the news.  They might become angry.  They might try to reason or rationalize the news.  They might become terribly sad, feeling that they are unable to carry on.  Or they might accept the news and grieve over it.  This last was the godly reaction of the children of Israel, in seeing their sins and its consequences.

It might seem strange to us that Nehemiah and Ezra tell the people not to weep.  But there is a reason for them not to weep, as God tells us in Nehemiah 8:

   Nehemiah said, "Go and enjoy choice food and sweet drinks, and send some to those who have nothing prepared. This day is sacred to our Lord. Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength."
The joy of the LORD is not found in the bad news, but in the Good News.  The Good News is the Gospel message of the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ on our behalf.  The joy of the LORD is that Jesus came to fulfill the Law for us, to suffer hell in our place, and to give us heaven as a free gift.  That joy lifts us up, and gives us strength.

Bad news.  Good news.  Law and Gospel.  Thanks be to God for both, and for his plan of salvation, found in Jesus Christ, our LORD!

“Your allotted inheritance”

From the time of Abraham, God had promised the people of Israel the land of Canaan, a land said to be “flowing with milk and honey.”  During the time of Moses and Joshua, God brought the people from slavery in Egypt, drove out the people living there, and settled the twelve tribes in their allotted spaces.  God even established a system for each family in Israel to own its land perpetually, as a gift from God.

Unfortunately, when the nation of Israel turned away from God, they lost their land of promise.  After many patient warnings, God used the Babylonians to capture the nation of Israel and take them away into captivity.

The book of Daniel tells the story of one such man who lived his life in captivity.  Through the grace of God, he continued to worship and pray to the God of Israel, even in the distant land of Babylon.  He looked forward to a better future, and an eternal inheritance. God spoke to Daniel of this future in Daniel 12:
    "As for you, go your way till the end. You will rest, and then at the end of the days you will rise to receive your allotted inheritance."

The same God who promised an allotted inheritance to Daniel has promised us one.  God prepared his plan of salvation before the Creation of the world, and has been working all things out for the good of those who love him.  Through the working of the Holy Spirit, we come to see Jesus as our allotted inheritance.  2 Corinthians 5 tells us:

  Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands. Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. For while we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.
Praise be to God, that no matter what happens in this life, we have an eternal rest in Jesus!

“Sharper”

My first experience with a Swiss army knife was somewhat embarrassing.  As a young man, I bought such a knife for my backpacking trips.  I distinctly remember looking at the small blade, and thinking that it didn’t look very sharp.  After fiddling with it, I carelessly ran it lightly across my finger.  A thin red line of blood appeared, and I stupidly stared at the blood.  I knew that the knife was supposed to be sharp, but it turned out to be sharper than I thought!
Countless people every day have the same experience with the Word of God.  Research would tend to indicate that most people (almost 90%) believe that the Bible is the Word of God in some form.  Many people (60+%) believe that God is the all-powerful creator of the world.  Yet those two facts often do not combine into a single opinion.  The idea that the revealed Word of an almighty God is a powerful thing is testified to in Hebrews 4:

    For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account. 

When I read the Word of God, it shows me a perfect and holy God who expects perfection from me.  It tells me that only through a perfect life can I be in heaven eternally.  And it condemns me by pointing out that the penalty for failure in any one case is an eternity in hell.  This message of the Law cuts my heart like a knife, and leaves me bleeding and helpless before the LORD.  It is true, but it is a truth that I do not want to hear or experience.  But even if I deny it, God knows it.
God’s knowledge leads him into action for us.  Like a master surgeon, God only cuts to prepare for healing.  In showing us our utter inability to please Him, he slices away our sinful pride, and prepares us for the healing that is found in Jesus.  For the Word also tells me about His work on my behalf—his sinless life, his atoning death, and his resurrection to prove final victory over sin, and death, and hell.  Because I cannot heal myself, Jesus came to be the healer of my sin-scarred soul.  The final verse of Hebrews 4 points out that this healing comes from the throne of grace:
Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
Thanks be to God, who both cuts away my sin, and provides the spiritual healing I need in Jesus Christ!

“If only…”

Had enough?

Had enough suffering?  Sadness?  Sickness?  Trials?  Difficulties?

Looking for something different?

Job certainly was.  In a short time, he went from a man described as “the greatest man in the east,” with unimaginable wealth and happiness, to being penniless, diseased, and deserted.  Although he knew God and his promise, he had trouble understanding why such things would happen to him.  And so the majority of the book of Job talks about his anguish, made all the more keen by the poor advice he received from some friends.
Job’s suffering is likely more extreme than any that we have suffered, but it shares a common root—a lack of understanding of the ways of God.  We, too, may have felt as Job did in chapter 3:

       For sighing comes to me instead of food; 
       my groans pour out like water. 

       What I feared has come upon me; 
       what I dreaded has happened to me. 

       I have no peace, no quietness; 
       I have no rest, but only turmoil."

This anguish over suffering almost inevitably leads us from ignorance to anger, as Job portrays in chapter 9:

       "He is not a man like me that I might answer him, 
       that we might confront each other in court. 

       If only there were someone to arbitrate between us, 
       to lay his hand upon us both, 

       someone to remove God's rod from me, 
       so that his terror would frighten me no more. 

       Then I would speak up without fear of him, 
       but as it now stands with me, I cannot.

Despite the anguish of his soul, and his hard words, Job also knew that there was one who would arbitrate between God and him.  He testified to that “someone” in chapter 19:

       I know that my Redeemer lives, 
       and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.

       And after my skin has been destroyed, 
       yet in my flesh I will see God; 

       I myself will see him 
       with my own eyes—I, and not another. 
       How my heart yearns within me! 

The Redeemer does indeed live!  He lives in heaven, interceding for us, and working out his kingdom’s work for our good.  He lives to help me to know him, through the preaching of his Word.  And he lives to prepare a place for me, so that with Job I will see him “with my own eyes.”
Part of living in a sinful world involves troubles, sickness, sin and death.  As humans, we will invariably not understand why God allows these things to happen.  God grant us the grace in these struggles, to turn to our Redeemer with our doubts and fears, and there find comfort, and healing, and peace.

“Kiss the Son”

“It’s not what you know, it’s who you know!”

In our world today, with its relational emphasis, that is often the truth.  Knowing the right person can help a person gain access, get a job, or be entrusted with a delicate task.  Knowing the right person can be the key.

Psalm 2 testifies that this is also true in the spiritual realm.  It points out that the best laid plan will fail apart from God:

Psalm 2

    1 Why do the nations conspire
       and the peoples plot in vain? 

    2 The kings of the earth take their stand 
       and the rulers gather together 
       against the LORD 
       and against his Anointed One.

    3 "Let us break their chains," they say, 
       "and throw off their fetters." 

    4 The One enthroned in heaven laughs; 
       the Lord scoffs at them. 

    5 Then he rebukes them in his anger 
       and terrifies them in his wrath, saying, 

    6 "I have installed my King 
       on Zion, my holy hill." 

    7 I will proclaim the decree of the LORD: 
       He said to me, "You are my Son; 
       today I have become your Father.  

    8 Ask of me, 
       and I will make the nations your inheritance, 
       the ends of the earth your possession. 

    9 You will rule them with an iron scepter; 
       you will dash them to pieces like pottery." 

    10 Therefore, you kings, be wise; 
       be warned, you rulers of the earth. 

    11 Serve the LORD with fear 
       and rejoice with trembling. 

    12 Kiss the Son, lest he be angry 
       and you be destroyed in your way, 
       for his wrath can flare up in a moment. 
       Blessed are all who take refuge in him.

By nature we are people who are in conflict with God.  When God tells us his commandments, we might tend to become angry or argumentative.  Or we might try to keep them, fail, and become despondent.  But the one thing we cannot do by ourselves is have a good relationship with God, because our sin prevents it.  We cannot do what God commands here, or anywhere else in the Bible.

This is why the work and action of the Son in coming to us is so important.  When we were God’s enemies, Jesus came from his heavenly throne, and became man.  He was born in humble circumstances, and ruled in this world with mercy and peace.  And finally, he died to deflect the wrath of God onto himself, and to give us peace and a right relationship.

His resurrection attests to the completeness of this work.  His ascension reminds us that he is in heaven now pleading for us.

Through the Holy Spirit, we can have a new relationship with God—by knowing the Son.  Through faith, we can be both “wise” and “warned.”  By bringing our sins to Jesus for forgiveness we “kiss the Son,” and find in him a refuge for this life and eternity.

Know Jesus and know peace!

“Wait for the Lord”

The Bible uses many different pictures to show us what it means to have a relationship with God.  In one Psalm alone, Psalm 27, we see this relationship called:

· “my light and my salvation”

· “the stronghold of my life”

· “the house of the LORD”

· “the beauty of the LORD”

· “his dwelling”

· “his tabernacle”

· “a rock”

· “a straight path”

· “the goodness of the LORD”

Why so many pictures?  Why so many descriptions?

There may be several reasons for this:

1. Different people think differently, and have different backgrounds. As a former backpacker, a straight path means quite a bit to me.  Your experiences may create different understandings for you.

2. People think differently at different times of their lives.  When life seems sunny and bright, the fact that God is “my light and my salvation” may not move me.  But in the darkness of sadness and grieving, that light may well be the only light I have.

3. God uses all of His Word to teach us.  The Word of God is not the dead word of a dead God, but the living Word of a living God.  Thus, whenever I read or hear the Word, God works on my heart, and brings me closer to him.  God speaks of this in 2 Peter 1:
    We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased." We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain. 

    And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. 

Our relationship with God comes to us through the Word, and in it God allows us to learn about Jesus.  Yet we are not the motive force in this relationship.  God comes to us, because we cannot go to him.  God reveals himself, because we cannot discover him.  God strengthens us, because we cannot strengthen ourselves.  And God will come to us, reveal himself to us, and strengthen us on his schedule, as he sees fit, for our good.
Thus, the writer of Psalm 27, King David, reminds us that this relationship also involves patience:

I am still confident of this: 
       I will see the goodness of the LORD 
       in the land of the living. 

Wait for the LORD; 
       be strong and take heart 
       and wait for the LORD.

God grant us both the ongoing realization of our need for God, and the patience to wait as God carries out his will for us in His Word!

“Be still, and know…”
Do you have a favorite section of the Bible?

Martin Luther did.  He is quoted as saying that he found great comfort and reassurance in Psalm 46.  In times of stress, he would invite a friend to go into church and sing this psalm:

Psalm 46

For the director of music. Of the Sons of Korah. According to Alamoth. A song.

    1 God is our refuge and strength, 
       an ever-present help in trouble. 

    2 Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way 
       and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea, 

    3 though its waters roar and foam 
       and the mountains quake with their surging. 
       Selah 

    4 There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 
       the holy place where the Most High dwells. 

    5 God is within her, she will not fall; 
       God will help her at break of day. 

    6 Nations are in uproar, kingdoms fall; 
       he lifts his voice, the earth melts. 

    7 The LORD Almighty is with us; 
       the God of Jacob is our fortress. 
       Selah 

    8 Come and see the works of the LORD, 
       the desolations he has brought on the earth. 

    9 He makes wars cease to the ends of the earth; 
       he breaks the bow and shatters the spear, 
       he burns the shields with fire. 

    10 "Be still, and know that I am God; 
       I will be exalted among the nations, 
       I will be exalted in the earth." 

    11 The LORD Almighty is with us; 
       the God of Jacob is our fortress. 

It may seem surprising that Luther found great comfort in a section of Scripture that tells us to “be still, and know that I am God.”  Often, in times of trouble, we like to be heard, and to pour out our troubles to a sympathetic ear.  But Luther understood that the source of his troubles was sin, and part of that sin was his own sinful nature.  He needed to daily see the majesty and glory of God, and to know that God was still God.
While seeing the majesty of God may silence us, the passages of the Bible that speak of a Savior lift us up and encourage us to sing with joy.  This Gospel message is a “fortress” not built by human hands, but built by the blood of Jesus Christ, shed on the cross.  This fortress cannot be defeated by evil men or the power of the devil.  This fortress will keep our faith safe and secure in this life and in the next.

God grant that we seek this fortress of God, the redemption of the Christ, in his Word often, and there find comfort and peace in our times of trial!

“that we may be saved…”

It’s spring, and that means planting time!

I have been flirting with the idea of planting a grape vine in my garden.  The experts I speak with tell me this is a risky idea-it is cold in Wisconsin, and it may not produce much fruit.  Since I have grown grapes before, I know the work involved—I will need to plant a vine, weed and fertilize, protect from pests and animals.  I will need to prune and train the vines.  Even so, I can’t know if the vine will survive and produce fruit.  So is it worth all of the work?
Like a gardener planting a vine, God planted the children of Israel in the land of Canaan.  Psalm 80 tells the process God followed:

    You brought a vine out of Egypt; 
       you drove out the nations and planted it. 

    You cleared the ground for it, 
       and it took root and filled the land. 

    The mountains were covered with its shade, 
       the mighty cedars with its branches. 

    It sent out its boughs to the Sea, 
       its shoots as far as the River.

Unfortunately, the Psalm also points out that this growth led the vine to grow away from God:

    Why have you broken down its walls 
       so that all who pass by pick its grapes? 

    Boars from the forest ravage it 
       and the creatures of the field feed on it. 

    Return to us, O God Almighty! 
       Look down from heaven and see! 
       Watch over this vine, 

    The root your right hand has planted, 
       the son you have raised up for yourself. 

    Your vine is cut down, it is burned with fire; 
       at your rebuke your people perish. 

Like an unruly and overgrown vine, the children of Israel “outgrew” their love for God, and suffered for that sin.  As a response to their sin, the Master Gardener created a new vine, the person Jesus Christ, who came to deliver the people from themselves.  He did this by rooting himself in the Father, and by grafting into himself those who had fallen away.  The Bible speaks of this truth in John 15:

    "I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 

    "I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you. This is to my Father's glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. 

The psalmist, Asaph, by faith saw this coming True Vine, and by faith longed for the day of his coming.  He points to him in Psalm 80:
    Let your hand rest on the man at your right hand, 
       the son of man you have raised up for yourself. 

    Then we will not turn away from you; 
       revive us, and we will call on your name. 

    Restore us, O LORD God Almighty; 
       make your face shine upon us, 
       that we may be saved.

God grant us the same clarity of vision, through the work of the Holy Spirit, to see the pruning and restoring of our lives as the work of the Master Gardener, who cuts, and heals, that “we may be saved!”
“a living hope”

“No one hopes for what he already has,” says Romans 8.  “But if we hope for what we do not have, we wait for it patiently.”

Hopes can be large or small, close or distant, fulfilled or dashed.  Often we are encouraged to keep our hopes alive.

But what if our hope was alive—by itself?  What if it had a body, and a mind?  What if it could walk around and talk to us?

In a sense, this is what Peter speaks of in I Peter 1, when he speaks of a “living hope:”

  Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.
When Jesus came into the world as a baby, he did not come to show us the way to heaven, or to encourage us to be optimistic people.  That would never work, because by ourselves we could not even begin to do any of that.  We were too steeped in sin and dragged down by suffering.  So, instead, he chose to “be sin for us, that we might be the righteousness of God.”  He chose to not only live and die on this earth, but also to rise again, and be our “living hope” in heaven right now.

Right now Jesus is working with his powerful Word in our hearts, bringing us to faith and keeping us in that hope.  Right now he is preparing a place for us with him.  Right now he is preparing to come again to take us to be with him.

Because of Jesus’ almighty power, he is working all things out in a hopeful manner, even our sufferings.  I Peter 1 reminds us:

In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.
God grant each of us a confidence not in our own hope, but in the “living hope,” Jesus Christ!

“Forget not…”

Forget anything lately?  I have!  I would mention it, but I forgot what it was…(
It is human nature to forget—sinful human nature.  While I can try to excuse it, often others get hurt when I forget things.  This is true of my relationships with my family, friends, and co-workers.  This hurt reminds me of the need to remember and to write things down.

This need to remember is especially true of my relationship with God, because everything in this world tries to encourage me to forget about God, who He is, and what He has done.  But to forget about God multiplies the hurts in my heart, and damages my relationship with Him.  Thus, the Word of God, and the new man in me, continue to remind me to hear and study God’s Word.  All of Psalm 103 testifies to this need:

Psalm 103

Of David. 

    Praise the LORD, O my soul; 
       all my inmost being, praise his holy name. 

    Praise the LORD, O my soul, 
       and forget not all his benefits- 

    who forgives all your sins 
       and heals all your diseases, 

    who redeems your life from the pit 
       and crowns you with love and compassion, 

    who satisfies your desires with good things 
       so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's. 

    The LORD works righteousness 
       and justice for all the oppressed. 

    He made known his ways to Moses, 
       his deeds to the people of Israel: 

    The LORD is compassionate and gracious, 
       slow to anger, abounding in love. 

    He will not always accuse, 
       nor will he harbor his anger forever; 

    he does not treat us as our sins deserve 
       or repay us according to our iniquities. 

    For as high as the heavens are above the earth, 
       so great is his love for those who fear him; 

    as far as the east is from the west, 
       so far has he removed our transgressions from us. 

    As a father has compassion on his children, 
       so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him; 

    for he knows how we are formed, 
       he remembers that we are dust. 

    As for man, his days are like grass, 
       he flourishes like a flower of the field; 

    the wind blows over it and it is gone, 
       and its place remembers it no more. 

    But from everlasting to everlasting 
       the LORD's love is with those who fear him, 
       and his righteousness with their children's children- 

    with those who keep his covenant 
       and remember to obey his precepts. 

    The LORD has established his throne in heaven, 
       and his kingdom rules over all. 

    Praise the LORD, you his angels, 
       you mighty ones who do his bidding, 
       who obey his word. 

    Praise the LORD, all his heavenly hosts, 
       you his servants who do his will. 

    Praise the LORD, all his works 
       everywhere in his dominion. 
       Praise the LORD, O my soul.

Praise to God for all that he has done, and will do for me!

“all things”

“You can’t have everything—if you did, where would you put it?”

This line, first uttered by comedian Steven Wright, is funny for two reasons—first, it points out a natural tendency of people to want more and more.  Secondly, it points out a natural reason that people cannot have all things.  (more at http://www.mentalsoup.com/mentalsoup/sayings.htm)

Oddly enough, I Peter 4 points out the same concept:

    The end of all things is near. Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray. Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins. Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen. 

Peter speaks of the fact that the end of all things is near.  Our sinful nature rebels against such a statement, wanting to have and keep our possessions now and forever.  But the reality is that “dust you are and to dust you will return.” (Genesis 3)  All things on this earth, including our possessions, family, money, and even our bodies, will soon end.  The Bible affirms it—we must believe it.

Since that is truth, God encourages us to store up our treasures not on earth, but “in God.”  That, too, is a statement that provokes our sinful nature.  How can we give all things to God?  How will we survive?  What will we eat?

Then we see Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God and heir of the entire Creation, give up everything to be born on the earth.  We see him walking among us, with not even a place to lay his head.  We hear him give up power, riches, fame, family, and finally, his life, for us.  His final sacrifice is to give up his perfect relationship with God and be damned for us, so that we can have all things.
Only in such a person, the true Son of God, is there room to store all the treasures of heaven.  Only in such a person, the true son of Mary, is there a death that gives those treasures to us.  Since he has given up all things for us, what can we dare to give up for him?  All things?

“now and forevermore…”

24/7

365

What do these numbers have in common?  They each testify to an ongoing availability.  Each tells of a commitment to be there, no matter what the time is.  Each one suggests a capacity to help and an accessibility to make that help useful.

I woke up at 3:30 AM this morning, and I couldn’t get back to sleep.  I had any number of options for activity—I could surf the net, go to the all-night grocery store, walk across to the gas station, or just sit and read a book.  Each of them was 24/7, and most were 365.

But none of them can help in the way God’s Word can.  None of them fulfills the need I have for God on an ongoing basis.  And none of them is backed by the promise of God found in Psalm 121:

Psalm 121

A song of ascents. 

    1 I lift up my eyes to the hills—
       where does my help come from? 

    2 My help comes from the LORD, 
       the Maker of heaven and earth. 

    3 He will not let your foot slip— 
       he who watches over you will not slumber; 

    4 indeed, he who watches over Israel 
       will neither slumber nor sleep. 

    5 The LORD watches over you— 
       the LORD is your shade at your right hand; 

    6 the sun will not harm you by day, 
       nor the moon by night. 

    7 The LORD will keep you from all harm— 
       he will watch over your life; 

    8 the LORD will watch over your coming and going 
       both now and forevermore.

“the day of judgment…”
“I don’t believe that a loving God would send anyone to hell.”

This comment is often heard as an expression of their doubt about the existence of hell.  It expresses both a type of understanding and a certain blindness about God.

The understanding here is that God is indeed loving, and that his love expresses himself in action.  He does not just love from afar, but his love moves him to intervene in our lives for our good.

The blindness here is that we need to let God define himself, rather than making His nature subject to my opinion. We need to let God speak about himself, as he does in 2 Peter 2:
    4For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment; 5if he did not spare the ancient world when he brought the flood on its ungodly people, but protected Noah, a preacher of righteousness, and seven others; 6if he condemned the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah by burning them to ashes, and made them an example of what is going to happen to the ungodly; 7and if he rescued Lot, a righteous man, who was distressed by the filthy lives of lawless men 8(for that righteous man, living among them day after day, was tormented in his righteous soul by the lawless deeds he saw and heard)— 9if this is so, then the Lord knows how to rescue godly men from trials and to hold the unrighteous for the day of judgment, while continuing their punishment.
Passages such as this point out the fact that God does punish evil, starting with the devil and the evil angels, and continuing to those who follow him.  Although we might not like to hear it, or may not understand it, the passages speak clearly about a real hell and a God who sends people there.

The problem with a real hell is that it calls on us to change our ways and life, something that we cannot do.  Although we might have the best intentions, we will always fail to be the kind of people God demands us to be—perfect, sinless beings.  Thus hell is theoretically not only is a very real, but also very populated, place.

Since we could not change ourselves, God decided to change himself.  Jesus took the form of a man, and was born on this earth.  He went from a glorious life in heaven to a grisly and bloody death on the cross.  He went from a perfect being of holiness to one who “became sin for us.”  And he passed from life, through death and hell, and back to life again.

The Bible tells us that the change that Jesus went through brought us a change of venue—from eternal death to heavenly life.  It brought about a change in relationships—from hostile and angry to forgiven and peaceful.

Praise be to Jesus, who has changed us by his perfect life of change!  Praise be to the Father, who has opened up heaven by his life!

Praise be to the Spirit, who shares this new life with us through his Word!

“Let everything…”

At times it is valuable to turn away from ourselves and look to God.  One such time is when we are feeling run down and defeated by life.  Looking away from ourselves reminds us of a God who will lift us up in due time.  Another such time is when we are feeling great, and life is wonderful.  Looking away from ourselves reminds us not to trust too much in the current circumstances, but to trust in a God who loves us and saves us.

Psalm 150 is the last psalm, and God’s last word is to look to Him:

Psalm 150

    1 Praise the LORD. 
       Praise God in his sanctuary; 
       praise him in his mighty heavens. 

    2 Praise him for his acts of power; 
       praise him for his surpassing greatness. 

    3 Praise him with the sounding of the trumpet, 
       praise him with the harp and lyre, 

    4 praise him with tambourine and dancing, 
       praise him with the strings and flute, 

    5 praise him with the clash of cymbals, 
       praise him with resounding cymbals. 

    6 Let everything that has breath praise the LORD. 
       Praise the LORD.

“Walk in love”

“Don’t get too far ahead!”

“Stay to the path!”

“Wait for your dad to catch his breath!’

I have heard these, and other sillier things, coming from my own mouth, when I walk with my children.  It could be at a mall, on a hike, or at an amusement park.  Regardless of locale, the twin forces of their exploration and my concern are struggling against each other.

Their desire to explore is a natural gift of God, a curiousity about the world.  My concern is based on my own experiences, and my desire to not see my children get hurt.  Now in a sense, both are sinful.  Both seek to control something (the future) that is uncontrollable by man.  Both can lead a person into trouble—the children may get lost or hurt, and I fall prey to the sin of worrying.

In 2 John, God uses the analogy of walking to give a picture of how the church works in this world.

    It has given me great joy to find some of your children walking in the truth, just as the Father commanded us. And now, dear lady, I am not writing you a new command but one we have had from the beginning. I ask that we love one another. And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command is that you walk in love. 

    Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world. Any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist. Watch out that you do not lose what you have worked for, but that you may be rewarded fully. Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son.

If we are honest, we will admit that we have done just what God warns about—we have not “walked in obedience” or “walked in love,” but have “run ahead.”  We also can admit that there are times that we have gotten spiritually disoriented, or perhaps even lost.

Jesus came into the world to save people just like us—people who had lost their way, and were headed to worse troubles.  At just the right time, he suffered on the cross for our stubbornness, waywardness, and rebellion, and put those sins to death on the cross.  In doing so, he freed us from hell, and made us part of his family.  Luke 19 reminds us,

“For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost."

Thanks be to Jesus for His walk to the cross, that allows us to walk with him!
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