“walk in the way of understanding”

One popular way to explain the process of learning goes like this:

· Intelligence is the ability to comprehend information. 

· Knowledge is the acquisition of information. 

· Understanding is the integration of knowledge into preexisting thoughts. 

· Wisdom is the application of knowledge for the good of the individual.

Generally speaking, we tend to view these issues as being tied in with formal education, through the K-12 system of education and then, perhaps, in college. The further you go in the system, the theory goes, the better off you are in all these areas.
But God does not view it that way at all. His view of education in succinctly summarized in Proverbs 9:

Wisdom has built her house; 
       she has hewn out its seven pillars. 

She has prepared her meat and mixed her wine; 
       she has also set her table. 

She has sent out her maids, and she calls 
       from the highest point of the city. 

"Let all who are simple come in here!" 
       she says to those who lack judgment. 

"Come, eat my food 
       and drink the wine I have mixed. 

Leave your simple ways and you will live; 
       walk in the way of understanding. 

"Whoever corrects a mocker invites insult; 
       whoever rebukes a wicked man incurs abuse. 

Do not rebuke a mocker or he will hate you; 
       rebuke a wise man and he will love you. 

Instruct a wise man and he will be wiser still; 
       teach a righteous man and he will add to his learning. 

"The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, 
       and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding. 

For through me your days will be many, 
       and years will be added to your life. 

If you are wise, your wisdom will reward you; 
       if you are a mocker, you alone will suffer." 

In the book of Proverbs, wisdom is personified as a woman who offers knowledge, understanding, and many other rewards, all well-prepared, all for…free. All day long wisdom offers free “food and wine” to any who wish it, and this spiritual food brings life.
This contrasts violently with the standard approach to education in our world, which costs a tremendous amount of money. It may seem that you would not get much of an education for free, but this is simply the folly of our worldly way of thinking. Deep down, we all want to think that we have earned, paid for, or won by intellect or effort the results of our education. But God says clearly teaches that wisdom (which begins with the fear of the LORD) is only given away for free.

This does not mean that there was not a cost. The cost of this wisdom is the blood of Jesus Christ our Savior, who lived a righteous life, and then suffered eternity in hell once for all. His death paid the price to gain us free wisdom. His resurrection showed that this price was sufficient.

Christ calls out to us today and every day through his Word, urging us to forget ourselves and our own criteria, and to turn to him as the one who can provide all that we need for this life and the next. He sends the Holy Spirit to teach us to fear God, and to turn away from our sins. And he makes us wise unto salvation through his free, though costly gift of the cross.
May God grant us strength to feed daily on the free means of grace, and to grow wise unto salvation through them!
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“Praise the LORD, O my soul.”

44 times in the book of Psalms, the reader is told to “Praise the LORD.”  Some of the Psalms repeat the phrase five times. But what does that mean, and why should we do this?

MSN Encarta defines praise this way:

1. expression of admiration: words that express approval or admiration, e.g. for somebody's achievements or for something's good qualities
(http://encarta.msn.com/encnet/features/dictionary/DictionaryResults.aspx?refid=1861737487)

According to this definition, to praise God implies knowing his achievements or good qualities. 

Only through the revealed Word of God can we know the good things God has done and will do.  One great summary of this is found in Psalm 103:

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.

The characteristics of God that deserve praise (holy, forgiving, redeeming, satisfying, righteous, just, compassionate, gracious, loving, knowing, everlasting, ruling) are contrasted sharply with those of mankind (sinful, diseased, oppressed, transgressing, as dust, like grass). Because of this diametrical opposition, it is not likely that we could or would ever praise God as he deserves. Often, we don’t even want to hear about our sins, much less compare them to those of a perfect and powerful God. So then why the encouragement to “praise the Lord?”
Through the acknowledgement of our sins we come to know the mercy of God as he revealed himself to man in the person of Jesus Christ. Because mankind is inherently flawed, God had to lower himself and come to man, becoming like a servant and “taking human flesh.”  Then, being one of us, he submitted to his Father’s will and died on the cross, in the place of flawed and failing humans. 

God’s majesty is both a terrible and wondrous thing to look at; throughout the Old Testament people who saw the face of God mourned, covered their faces, shook, and cried out in fear. But God’ grace found in Jesus Christ is both ugly and touching, for the gruesome death of the cross was in our place, and the eternity of hell was suffered so we might be free.

God sent Jesus to be the “face of God,” so that we might see God as he is in a way that we could understand and cling to in our times of sorrow and sin. Through Jesus we gain access to the heavenly Father; through Jesus we gain a reason to “praise the Lord, O my soul.”
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“alone”
What does it mean to “have a god?”

When Martin Luther explained the first Commandment, he said that “to have a God” is to “trust in him entirely,” to “turn away from everything else that exists outside of him,” and to recognize him as “the only eternal good.”

Martin Luther was not the first one to make this statement. King David also said the same thing in Psalm 62:

My soul finds rest in God alone; 
       my salvation comes from him. 

He alone is my rock and my salvation; 
       he is my fortress, I will never be shaken. 

While there may be many things in this world that claim to be able to help us, God encourages us to turn only to him in times of trouble:

Find rest, O my soul, in God alone; 
       my hope comes from him. 

He alone is my rock and my salvation; 
       he is my fortress, I will not be shaken. 

My salvation and my honor depend on God; 
       he is my mighty rock, my refuge. 

Trust in him at all times, O people; 
       pour out your hearts to him, 
       for God is our refuge. 
Lowborn men are but a breath, 
       the highborn are but a lie; 
       if weighed on a balance, they are nothing; 
       together they are only a breath. 

Do not trust in extortion 
       or take pride in stolen goods; 
       though your riches increase, 
       do not set your heart on them. 

The words of God here do away with contingency planning, alternative approaches, and eclectic strategies. God would have nothing else and nobody else share the throne of a person’s heart with him. Only God is allowed to wear the crown of sovereignty.

He wears that crown both because he has created us, and because he has bought us back. Even while we were lost in our sins, trapped in our own futile way of thinking, and casting about for a “saving force” in this world’s hollow thinking, Jesus became man, lived a life entirely focused on his heavenly Father, and bled and died on the cross of shame. He told Pilate that he was a king, and then proceeded to take up his crown of thorns and win that kingdom by suffering eternity in hell in our place. 

He alone is the one who did this—no other man could have saved us. He alone is the one who rules today—no other king even stands beside him. He alone will come again to reveal all that is hidden—no other Judge will preside on that day.

Revelation 15 points out the complete and wonderful kingship of the Lamb:

I saw in heaven another great and marvelous sign: seven angels with the seven last plagues—last, because with them God's wrath is completed. And I saw what looked like a sea of glass mixed with fire and, standing beside the sea, those who had been victorious over the beast and his image and over the number of his name. They held harps given them by God and sang the song of Moses the servant of God and the song of the Lamb: 


"Great and marvelous are your deeds, 
      Lord God Almighty. 
Just and true are your ways, 
      King of the ages. 
Who will not fear you, O Lord, 
      and bring glory to your name? 
   For you alone are holy. 
All nations will come 
      and worship before you, 
   for your righteous acts have been revealed."
The saving act of Jesus sets him apart from all other Gods, and all other things, as the one who deserves our love, our thanks and our praise.  This moves us to worship him alone, to turn away from all else that would try to steal his praise, and to have him as our only God.

God grant us his Holy Spirit, to do and to act according to his will!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 2-24-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.

“the sacrifices of God.”
What’s the worst thing you have ever done?  
Do you care to advertise it to the world?

If you are like me, your first answer might be, “None of your business,” and “no, I prefer to keep it private.”  Often it is difficult for me to admit my sinfulness, see a particular sin, and deal with it.  Very rarely do I care to admit publicly to sins that I have committed, for fear of embarrassment or shame.
King David obviously felt differently about the matter, for in the introduction to one Psalm, Psalm 51, included is the note:

For the director of music. A psalm of David. When the prophet Nathan came to him after David had committed adultery with Bathsheba.

The words of the Psalm also come as a clear confession of what David had done:

Have mercy on me, O God, 
       according to your unfailing love; 
       according to your great compassion 
       blot out my transgressions. 

Wash away all my iniquity 
       and cleanse me from my sin. 

For I know my transgressions, 
       and my sin is always before me. 

Against you, you only, have I sinned 
       and done what is evil in your sight, 
       so that you are proved right when you speak 
       and justified when you judge. 

Surely I was sinful at birth, 
       sinful from the time my mother conceived me. 

Like David, we can confess (perhaps privately) that we also have “sinned” and “done what is evil” in God’s sight.  Like David, we can admit that we were “sinful from birth.”  Like David, we can even admit that “my sin is always before me.”

But why would we want to admit these terrible things to others?

David also answers that question:

Surely you desire truth in the inner parts; 
       you teach me wisdom in the inmost place. 

Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; 
       wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. 

Let me hear joy and gladness; 
       let the bones you have crushed rejoice. 

 Hide your face from my sins 
       and blot out all my iniquity. 

 Create in me a pure heart, O God, 
       and renew a steadfast spirit within me. 

 Do not cast me from your presence 
       or take your Holy Spirit from me. 

 Restore to me the joy of your salvation 
       and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain me. 

 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, 
       and sinners will turn back to you. 

 Save me from bloodguilt, O God, 
       the God who saves me, 
       and my tongue will sing of your righteousness. 

 O Lord, open my lips, 
       and my mouth will declare your praise. 

You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; 
       you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. 

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 
       a broken and contrite heart, 
       O God, you will not despise. 

In your good pleasure make Zion prosper; 
       build up the walls of Jerusalem. 

Then there will be righteous sacrifices, 
       whole burnt offerings to delight you; 
       then bulls will be offered on your altar.

David gives no less than five reasons to confess our sins freely: 1) because it is “truth” and “wisdom,” 2) to be able to teach others, 3) to give me a reason to “sing of your righteousness,” 4) as a “sacrifice” that “God will not despise,” and 5) to “build up the walls of Jerusalem.”

But none of those reasons, valid as they may be, really gives me courage and resolve to confess my sins to God and others. Only the cross of Christ does that. When I see the public humiliation of the Savior, on my behalf, and understand the condemnation that even the Father hurled upon him; when I hear the full extent of the victory that came from Jesus’ final shout, “It is finished!” and when I ponder the Easter message of victory over death, hell and damnation, I understand that there is nothing left to shame me.  God punished every sin, hidden or open, when Jesus died, and made all things new.

This was the truth David confessed when he spoke of his sin and God’s answer. He knew that hidden sins often meant a hidden Savior, but that the “power of God” is most clearly revealed in the hearts and lives of terrible people, like himself, who had peace through the coming Savior.

Still today, a Christian confesses sin as a way to testify not only to his “broken and contrite heart,” but also to give praise and glory to the God who “creates a new spirit,” “saves us from bloodguilt,” and “restores a willing spirit to sustain” us.  This is the sacrifice of God; this is the act of a heart at peace with God above and man below. And if I should find a lack of peace or trust, God comes to me through his Word to reassure, comfort, and strengthen me in times of trial and doubt. If I still lack, I can return time and time again to the Gospel in Word and Sacrament, until my heart is still.

May God grant us courage and grace to "offer this sacrifice" freely to God, and to others, knowing that the sacrifice of Christ has freed us from condemnation!
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“He has done it.”
What do you say at a funeral?

Likely all of us have pondered such a question. Often there is little that we feel meets the need or sounds right. The question becomes harder when the funeral is for someone who died in tragic circumstances, or when those who remain are having trouble with their grief.

Just such a question confronts us in the book of Psalms, when we consider the death of the coming Savior. Hundreds of years before Jesus was born, David pondered the death of a loved one, the Messiah, and penned Psalm 22 through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit:

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
       Why are you so far from saving me, 
       so far from the words of my groaning? 

O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer, 
       by night, and am not silent. 

Yet you are enthroned as the Holy One; 
       you are the praise of Israel.

In you our fathers put their trust; 
       they trusted and you delivered them. 

They cried to you and were saved; 
       in you they trusted and were not disappointed. 

But I am a worm and not a man, 
       scorned by men and despised by the people. 

All who see me mock me; 
       they hurl insults, shaking their heads: 

"He trusts in the LORD; 
       let the LORD rescue him. 
       Let him deliver him, 
       since he delights in him." 

I am poured out like water, 
       and all my bones are out of joint. 
       My heart has turned to wax; 
       it has melted away within me. 

My strength is dried up like a potsherd, 
       and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth; 
       you lay me in the dust of death. 

Dogs have surrounded me; 
       a band of evil men has encircled me, 
       they have pierced my hands and my feet. 

I can count all my bones; 
       people stare and gloat over me. 

They divide my garments among them 
       and cast lots for my clothing. 

David, in looking at the coming Savior, notes the gruesome quality of the death:  the abandonment by the Father, the mockery of all onlookers, the physical wrack and ruin, even the utter embarrassment of having your clothes given away.  This type of death could only be reserved for the worst of people, and we might well not even want to view such a scene. There is nothing pretty about it.

But then we, like David, can consider that this death should be our death.  We can realize that, because of our sins, we should have been abandoned by God, mocked and finally cast away eternally in hell.  The death of the coming Savior is a picture of our death, because of our many and relentless sins.  This fact might cause us to turn away in fear, and wish the scene away. For what does a person say about his own funeral?

But through this scene of repugnance and terror God saw fit to work out his plan of salvation.  He chose to credit the sufferings of the Savior as payment for our sins, and to make Christ’s death our own. He chose to make Jesus the one who would be rejected eternally in our place, so we might be set free.  “By his wounds we are healed.”
Then what can I say about a person who has died for me, taking my place in suffering that I might live?  David spoke of this later in Psalm 22:

 All the ends of the earth 
       will remember and turn to the LORD, 
       and all the families of the nations 
       will bow down before him, 

 for dominion belongs to the LORD 
       and he rules over the nations. 

 All the rich of the earth will feast and worship; 
       all who go down to the dust will kneel before him— 
       those who cannot keep themselves alive. 

 Posterity will serve him; 
       future generations will be told about the Lord. 

 They will proclaim his righteousness 
       to a people yet unborn— 
       for he has done it.

At the funeral of the Messiah—at the same time revolting, terrifying, humbling and uplifting—few things remain to be said.  Perhaps the best summary is David’s last words:  “He has done it!”  May this confession be our confession today and every day!
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"I have treasured the words of his mouth more than my daily bread."

What do I need to do to get better?

This question has been asked of countless doctors, nurses, coaches, parents, financial advisors, trainers, and other "experts." Inherent in the question is a lack or flaw, and the hope that things might be better if something were changed. Wisdom usually consists in hearing the words, weighing them, and putting them into practice. God willing, there is a change for the better.

If there were ever a man who needed to ask these words, it was Job. As a test from God, he had been stripped of all of his earthly possessions, and lost his children. He was left in mourning, abandoned and bereft of all help. When his friends came to see him, his situation was so desperate that they could not speak for seven days. Then, when they did speak, they tried to answer the question of what Job could do to get better.

One of his friends, Eliphaz, offered some advice that might sound familiar in our day and age. His words are found in Job 22:


"Submit to God and be at peace with him; 
in this way prosperity will come to you. 

Accept instruction from his mouth 
and lay up his words in your heart. 

If you return to the Almighty, you will be restored: 
If you remove wickedness far from your tent 

and assign your nuggets to the dust, 
your gold of Ophir to the rocks in the ravines, 

then the Almighty will be your gold, 
the choicest silver for you. 

Surely then you will find delight in the Almighty 
and will lift up your face to God."


Eliphaz's advice was to return to God and follow him. Job's reply in chapter 23 is also instructive:


"If only I knew where to find him; 
if only I could go to his dwelling! 

But if I go to the east, he is not there; 
if I go to the west, I do not find him. 

When he is at work in the north, I do not see him; 
when he turns to the south, I catch no glimpse of him. 

But he knows the way that I take; 
when he has tested me, I will come forth as gold. 

My feet have closely followed his steps; 
I have kept to his way without turning aside. 

I have not departed from the commands of his lips; 
I have treasured the words of his mouth more than my daily bread."


Job's reply was that nobody can do what Eliphaz has recommended--return to God and obey him. Despite mankind's great desire to be with God, God remains aloof from us. He does not present himself to our senses by our own seeking or effort. What Eliphaz forgot is that a great gulf of sin exists between God and man, and that gulf keeps us from finding God on our own terms.

But Job did testify to another truth--that God comes to man through his Word. John 1 reinforces this truth:


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

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

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.


Because we live in darkness, we also cannot seek God. Rather, God chose to come to us through his living Word, Jesus Christ. He came into a world of sin as one who "shines in the darkness." He came to reveal the Father to us, and to die on our behalf on the cross of shame. Because we could not restore ourselves, he came to restore us. Because we could not raise up our own faces, he raised them up when he was raised up on the cross. By his work we are his children.


Job knew this, and because of this, he could speak of his greatest treasure, the words of God's mouth. These words worked faith in the heart of Job, because they testified of this Savior who came to reveal the mercy and grace of God to us. We, too, may have those around us who encourage us to think that things would be better if we just "return to the Almighty."


But we know that our salvation does not depend upon our returning to God, but rather on our living hope in a God-man Jesus who came to "seek and save what was lost." May we always see this truth in God's Word, and cling to it in life and death!
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“The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away”

What a day! Yesterday I spent almost the entire day in bed, with a pretty severe case of stomach flu. I could hardly get out of bed this morning. When I did get up, it was 14 below zero, and the furnace didn’t appear to be working. As I started up the truck, it was making funny noises, and when I got to my office, my computer wouldn’t start. Maybe the power supply? Whatever it is, I can’t get to my files or programs. And it’s not even noon!

What should I say about such a day?

I suppose I could smile stoicly, or murmur a few choice words. I could rage and get angry if anything else goes wrong (and it may well). I could just crawl back into bed. I could throw up my hands in despair.

But should I say “May the name of the LORD be praised?”

My sinful nature has no desire to say this. The example of others in this world doesn’t tend that way. And my heart doesn’t feel good when I say it.

But I will say it, as Job did in Job 1:


At this, Job got up and tore his robe and shaved his head. Then he fell to the ground in worship and said: 
"Naked I came from my mother's womb, 
and naked I will depart.
The LORD gave and the LORD has taken away; 
may the name of the LORD be praised." 


Job worshipped God not because he was any better than anyone else, or because of anything good in him. He did this because “he is blameless and upright,” as God declared. This purity could only come from a living faith in the coming Savior. It was grounded not in his power, but in God’s. It came in spite of his sinful urgings and external temptation. Years before Bethlehem, the Holy Spirit was at work in Job.

I, too, will worship God not because I am any better than anyone else, or because of anything good in me. I will worship God because I am “blameless and upright,” as God declares. This purity still only comes from a living faith in the Savior who has come. It is not grounded in me, but in God’s mercy and grace. It comes in spite of my own sinful temptations and external urgings. Even today, the Holy Spirit is at work in me.

And in each Christian. Regardless of the circumstances, or perhaps because of the clarity brought about by poor circumstances, a Christian can praise and thank God, and declare him worthy. Jesus’ victory over death and hell won for us that freedom. In thankful hearts, the redeemed soul can say, “May the name of the LORD be praised!”

May those words always be on our lips, in good times and bad!
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“The exiles celebrated the Passover”

Throughout the history of God’s people, the thread of slavery and freedom rings out. The nation of Israel was built in the slavery of Egypt, and freed from the Egyptians by the angel of death delivering them on the first Passover. Later, they celebrated their freedom to live in their new land in the first Passover in Solomon’s temple. The king Josiah found the book of the Law, realized that the people had drifted away from God, and celebrated the first Passover in many years. And the first event after the rebuilding of the second temple was a Passover celebration. Ezra 6 tells us:


On the fourteenth day of the first month, the exiles celebrated the Passover. The priests and Levites had purified themselves and were all ceremonially clean. The Levites slaughtered the Passover lamb for all the exiles, for their brothers the priests and for themselves. So the Israelites who had returned from the exile ate it, together with all who had separated themselves from the unclean practices of their Gentile neighbors in order to seek the LORD, the God of Israel. For seven days they celebrated with joy the Feast of Unleavened Bread, because the LORD had filled them with joy by changing the attitude of the king of Assyria, so that he assisted them in the work on the house of God, the God of Israel.


The recurring theme of the Passover was to remind the children of Israel of their dual status as slaves and freed. In Egypt, they were slaves who had been freed from slow death by God. Now, the exiles were slaves who had been allowed to return and reestablish the worship of God in the new temple in Jerusalem. The bloody sacrifice of the Lamb reminded them of the cost, and the joy of that event was based on a firm trust that God would continue to bless them as they sought his will.

The fact that the people of God at times forgot the Passover, and the God who had freed them, did not change the faithfulness of God. Rather, it allowed them to sink back into slavery and hopelessness. Even so, God did not leave them there, but sent his prophets to proclaim the truth, condemn sin, and turn the hearts of the people back to him. Only through him was freedom found again.

We, too, share a dual status as both slaves and freed. As humans, we have a sinful nature that makes us slaves to sin. We continue to have to struggle with our desires to fall back into slavery and despair. By ourselves, we would certainly fall and fail.

But we, too, have been freed, and the blood reminds us of the sacrifice that was made for us, when Jesus died on the cross. Born a man, he was the “spotless lamb of God” who has defeated the devil, sin and even death, to bring us life. The joy of his resurrection continues to remind us that we can trust in his promise of our resurrection.

I Peter 1 reminds us to cling to that joy even when we are tempted to return to slavery, or to despair of God’s goodness and justice:


Since you call on a Father who judges each man's work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear. For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake. Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God. 

Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart. For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God. For, 

"All men are like grass, 
and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; 
the grass withers and the flowers fall, 

but the word of the Lord stands forever.” And this is the word that was preached to you.


Praise be to God, that although we are not always faithful to him, he is always faithful to us! Thanks be to God, that although we do not always turn to his Word, he always teaches it to us! And glory be to God, that through Christ we look forward to a day when we shall leave behind the shackles of sin forever and live with him in the eternal promised land! God grant us grace to trust in him, to that end!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 2-14-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.

“The house of the LORD God is to be here.”

Do you have an inspirational spot? I used to. As a boy, I had done some mountain-rambling in Washington, and I distinctly recall a mountain lake high in the Cascades. The water was clear, the air piercing, and when the sun hit the lake, it looked like angels singing.

For a long time, I thought that this is what heaven must be like. I even thought about going there, and camping there for a while. Surely I would be closer to God in that place!

King David seems have also had some conflicting emotions about where to build the temple to God. He wanted to prepare a home for the ark of the covenant, and give glory to God. But where would be a place good enough for this temple?

The conclusion he came to was a startling one. In a moment of sin, David had commanded Joab to go and count the fighting men. As a response to this sin, God had sent a tremendous plague on the nation of Israel. 70,000 people died before God ceased the killing, and David saw the angel of the LORD with “a drawn sword out extending over Jerusalem“ on the threshing floor of Arununah the Jebusite. 1 Chronicles 21-22 completes the story:


David built an altar to the LORD there and sacrificed burnt offerings and fellowship offerings. He called on the LORD, and the LORD answered him with fire from heaven on the altar of burnt offering. 

Then the LORD spoke to the angel, and he put his sword back into its sheath. At that time, when David saw that the LORD had answered him on the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite, he offered sacrifices there. The tabernacle of the LORD, which Moses had made in the desert, and the altar of burnt offering were at that time on the high place at Gibeon. But David could not go before it to inquire of God, because he was afraid of the sword of the angel of the LORD. 

Then David said, "The house of the LORD God is to be here, and also the altar of burnt offering for Israel."


So the house of God was built on the place where David had to confront this great sin of pride, and see the results of his sin—70,000 of his people killed. It was not a place of majesty that was chosen for the temple, but a place of humiliation. It was not chosen for its view of earth, but for its view of heaven. The place of inspiration was a place of halted destruction.

In choosing this location for the altar of burnt offering, David was testifying to the Savior who was to come, who would pay for sins once for all time. He would come to a people who deserved destruction for their sins, and would take upon himself the punishment that we deserved. He would be the great sacrifice that would open the curtain between God and man, and “take away the sin of the world.”

The temple was built to be a place of tremendous beauty, it is true, but that beauty was merely to be a reflection of the beauty of God in saving his people. The sacrifices were to be reminders of sin and forgiveness from the “Lamb of God.” The blood that flowed from the altars were to point to the blood of Jesus. 

I might still be tempted to think today, as I did when I was young, that God is most clearly seen in a place of natural beauty. But this simply is not true. God is most clearly seen in the lives and hearts of sinful, wretched people, who bring judgment on themselves and others by their error. For there the forgiveness of God shines forth, and there he builds his kingdom through his Word.

The kingdom will continue to be built on this earth, until the day when God reveals his eternal kingdom. Revelation 21 tells us:


One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues came and said to me, "Come, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb." And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and high, and showed me the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God.


On that day God will build his eternal kingdom in a place where the plague of sin has been stopped:


I did not see a temple in the city, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple. The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it. On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there. The glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it. Nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful, but only those whose names are written in the Lamb's book of life.


On that day, the Lamb will be our temple and our lamp, and our formerly sinful bodies will “walk by the light.” Until that day, God grant us grace to hear and read his Word, and to see the matchless grace of God in the forgiveness of sins!
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“Then he went back to Jerusalem.”

Very rarely do you see a person go on a really good wrecking spree anymore. It just doesn’t seem to happen.

Perhaps if a house is being demolished, or gutted for renovation, you see some assorted looting and plundering. But wholesale wrecking is pretty rare.

That may be why the actions of Josiah, the last “good king” of Judah, seem so odd. 2 Kings 23 gives a detailed account of all the destruction he caused in a short period of time, after finding and reading the LORD’s book of the Law:


Then the king called together all the elders of Judah and Jerusalem. He went up to the temple of the LORD with the men of Judah, the people of Jerusalem, the priests and the prophets—all the people from the least to the greatest. He read in their hearing all the words of the Book of the Covenant, which had been found in the temple of the LORD. The king stood by the pillar and renewed the covenant in the presence of the LORD -to follow the LORD and keep his commands, regulations and decrees with all his heart and all his soul, thus confirming the words of the covenant written in this book. Then all the people pledged themselves to the covenant. 

The king ordered Hilkiah the high priest, the priests next in rank and the doorkeepers to remove from the temple of the LORD all the articles made for Baal and Asherah and all the starry hosts. He burned them outside Jerusalem in the fields of the Kidron Valley and took the ashes to Bethel. He did away with the pagan priests appointed by the kings of Judah to burn incense on the high places of the towns of Judah and on those around Jerusalem—those who burned incense to Baal, to the sun and moon, to the constellations and to all the starry hosts. He took the Asherah pole from the temple of the LORD to the Kidron Valley outside Jerusalem and burned it there. He ground it to powder and scattered the dust over the graves of the common people. He also tore down the quarters of the male shrine prostitutes, which were in the temple of the LORD and where women did weaving for Asherah. 

Josiah brought all the priests from the towns of Judah and desecrated the high places, from Geba to Beersheba, where the priests had burned incense. He broke down the shrines at the gates—at the entrance to the Gate of Joshua, the city governor, which is on the left of the city gate. Although the priests of the high places did not serve at the altar of the LORD in Jerusalem, they ate unleavened bread with their fellow priests. 

He desecrated Topheth, which was in the Valley of Ben Hinnom, so no one could use it to sacrifice his son or daughter in the fire to Molech. He removed from the entrance to the temple of the LORD the horses that the kings of Judah had dedicated to the sun. They were in the court near the room of an official named Nathan-Melech. Josiah then burned the chariots dedicated to the sun. 

He pulled down the altars the kings of Judah had erected on the roof near the upper room of Ahaz, and the altars Manasseh had built in the two courts of the temple of the LORD. He removed them from there, smashed them to pieces and threw the rubble into the Kidron Valley. The king also desecrated the high places that were east of Jerusalem on the south of the Hill of Corruption—the ones Solomon king of Israel had built for Ashtoreth the vile goddess of the Sidonians, for Chemosh the vile god of Moab, and for Molech the detestable god of the people of Ammon. Josiah smashed the sacred stones and cut down the Asherah poles and covered the sites with human bones. 

Even the altar at Bethel, the high place made by Jeroboam son of Nebat, who had caused Israel to sin—even that altar and high place he demolished. He burned the high place and ground it to powder, and burned the Asherah pole also. Then Josiah looked around, and when he saw the tombs that were there on the hillside, he had the bones removed from them and burned on the altar to defile it, in accordance with the word of the LORD proclaimed by the man of God who foretold these things. 

The king asked, "What is that tombstone I see?" 
The men of the city said, "It marks the tomb of the man of God who came from Judah and pronounced against the altar of Bethel the very things you have done to it." 
"Leave it alone," he said. "Don't let anyone disturb his bones." So they spared his bones and those of the prophet who had come from Samaria. 

Just as he had done at Bethel, Josiah removed and defiled all the shrines at the high places that the kings of Israel had built in the towns of Samaria that had provoked the LORD to anger. Josiah slaughtered all the priests of those high places on the altars and burned human bones on them. Then he went back to Jerusalem. 


Why so much destruction? Josiah read the words of God, and proceeded to try and undo the idolatry that had accumulated over the years. Everything he found that was not commanded by God was burned, destroyed, desecrated, and killed. And then he went back to Jerusalem.

In this way, Josiah serves as a forerunner of the Savior, who also had a destructive streak. When he lived, he turned away from anything that was not from his Father. When he found people changing money in the temple, he drove them out with a whip. He called the Pharisees “a brood of vipers” and “white-washed tombs.” Although sinless, he was certainly not a wimp.

But his greatest destruction was reserved for Good Friday, when he cleaned out the sins of the world, in one great climactic event. Every error hidden in the corners of our minds, and every selfish attitude lurking in the back of our hearts, was routed out and demolished by his suffering in hell. The accumulation of thousands of years of sin by billions of people was completely destroyed by his death on the cross.

Jesus did not, however, remain dead. He rose again, to prove his victory, and to show that after death comes life. He commanded his disciples to go back into Jerusalem, and he said that he would be with them “to the very end of the age.” And then he went back to heaven to rule over all things.

By Jesus’ death we are set free to go on a really good wrecking spree. Like Josiah, when we hear the promises of God, we are encouraged to root out and confess every sin and error, and to trust that he paid for each one completely. We are made bold to turn away from all that is not from God, and to ask God to destroy the works of the devil through his means of grace, the Word and Sacraments. And at the end of a good day of wrecking, we can find rest in that same grace, knowing that Jesus loves us and forgives us always.

God grant us His Holy Spirit, so that we may freely and joyfully “destroy” for Him!
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“That’s blood!”

What you see, at times, depends upon who you are. For example, a young child might see blood on the skin, and cry because of a cut. But a hemophiliac might see the blood in a transfusion bag, and feel gladness at the healing it brings.

The Bible demonstrates that this is true in spiritual matters as well. Those with faith see things differently. One striking example of this occurs in the book of 2 Kings. The armies of Israel and Judah had gathered to attack Edom, and were going through the desert. There, they ran out of water, and they sought help from God through the prophet Elisha. 2 Kings 3 tells us how God delivered them:


While the harpist was playing, the hand of the LORD came upon Elisha and he said, "This is what the LORD says: Make this valley full of ditches. For this is what the LORD says: You will see neither wind nor rain, yet this valley will be filled with water, and you, your cattle and your other animals will drink. This is an easy thing in the eyes of the LORD; he will also hand Moab over to you. You will overthrow every fortified city and every major town. You will cut down every good tree, stop up all the springs, and ruin every good field with stones." 

The next morning, about the time for offering the sacrifice, there it was—water flowing from the direction of Edom! And the land was filled with water. 

Now all the Moabites had heard that the kings had come to fight against them; so every man, young and old, who could bear arms was called up and stationed on the border. When they got up early in the morning, the sun was shining on the water. To the Moabites across the way, the water looked red—like blood. "That's blood!" they said. "Those kings must have fought and slaughtered each other. Now to the plunder, Moab!" 

But when the Moabites came to the camp of Israel, the Israelites rose up and fought them until they fled. And the Israelites invaded the land and slaughtered the Moabites.


In providing water, God did an “easy thing,” but one that meant life to the soldiers of Judah and Israel. By the power of God this same water that brought life appeared to the Edomites as “blood,” and led to their destruction. One miracle brought about the fulfillment to both promises.

The Word of God is the life of the world, for it testifies to the one who came “that you may have life, and have it to the full.” It tells of one who called himself the “living water,” and whose purpose was to die a bloody death on the cross. From the cross, the grace of God shines out into the hearts of his children, and sets them free from fear and condemnation.

But to those who do not believe in Jesus, the cross appears as only a gruesome and pointless bloodfest. The conquering Savior appears a loser, and his sacrifice causes offense.

Paul pointed out the two ways of viewing the cross in 2 Corinthians 16:


But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing. To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life.


A believer sees the blood of Christ on the cross, and understands that this blood means payment of sins and eternal life. A believer also exclaims, “That’s blood!” but testifies that “This blood was shed for me!” And that sight moves him to view himself, God and the world through different eyes—the eyes of faith.

God grant us such understanding, through the work of the Holy Spirit!
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“Elijah is here.”

How do things in a person’s life get bad? Perhaps you have had an “ah-ha!” experience, where you have seen something that you have done (and perhaps are still doing) and understand how much it has hurt yourself and others. But how did it get that way?

The book of I Kings is a chronicle of the slow slide into problems. From the day of King Solomon’s lavish dedication of the temple, it was only a few years before the kings of Israel and Judah had forgotten the LORD. This “wandering” is personified in the rule of King Ahab, who is described in I Kings 16:


Ahab son of Omri did more evil in the eyes of the LORD than any of those before him. He not only considered it trivial to commit the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, but he also married Jezebel daughter of Ethbaal king of the Sidonians, and began to serve Baal and worship him. He set up an altar for Baal in the temple of Baal that he built in Samaria. Ahab also made an Asherah pole and did more to provoke the LORD, the God of Israel, to anger than did all the kings of Israel before him.


The Bible tells us that Jezebel did more than simply worship false gods. She also killed the prophets of God, drove them into hiding, and threatened all who would help them. Into this world of persecution, I Kings 18 tells us that God sent the prophet Elijah to point out the sins of Ahab and Jezebel:


Now the famine was severe in Samaria, and Ahab had summoned Obadiah, who was in charge of his palace. (Obadiah was a devout believer in the LORD. While Jezebel was killing off the LORD's prophets, Obadiah had taken a hundred prophets and hidden them in two caves, fifty in each, and had supplied them with food and water.) Ahab had said to Obadiah, "Go through the land to all the springs and valleys. Maybe we can find some grass to keep the horses and mules alive so we will not have to kill any of our animals." So they divided the land they were to cover, Ahab going in one direction and Obadiah in another. 

As Obadiah was walking along, Elijah met him. Obadiah recognized him, bowed down to the ground, and said, "Is it really you, my lord Elijah?" 

"Yes," he replied. "Go tell your master, 'Elijah is here.' " 

Elijah was sent by God to tell the following message to King Ahab, and point out the source of all of the trouble:


So Obadiah went to meet Ahab and told him, and Ahab went to meet Elijah. When he saw Elijah, he said to him, "Is that you, you troubler of Israel?" 

"I have not made trouble for Israel," Elijah replied. "But you and your father's family have. You have abandoned the LORD's commands and have followed the Baals.” 


Elijah was sent to point out the essential sin, that of turning away from God’s commands. In this way, he represents the Law of God. Through the Law, Ahab was told that the trouble in his life came from his desertion of God. He could see and understand how things had begun to go bad. But he could not change them, because he had become so ensnared in his relationship with his wife, his own habits, and his own way of thinking. His natural reaction was to blame God and his messenger.

This is also the case today. We, too, sharing the same flawed nature as Ahab, by ourselves will drift away from God. We, too, by nature will tend to blind ourselves to sin and to avoid those who bring the message of our error. We, too, by nature may even want to blame God or those who show us our sin.

But against such sinful blindness, Elijah (the Law) comes and proclaims a message of terror: “Be perfect, or spend eternity in hell.” Elijah still comes to drive us to see our sin and admit our helplessness to change into something better.

The last book of the Old Testament, Malachi 4, reminds us that the coming of Elijah is not the last coming:


"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."


The coming of “Elijah” was to prepare the hearts of the people for the Savior. They needed to hear about their sins, and see their need for a Savior from that sin. They needed the crushing of the Law to “turn the hearts” of the people to their God. For when they saw that they could not save themselves, they also saw a Savior from sin whose love was complete and unconditional. They saw a loving God who suffered hell on the cross, to pay for their sins and their sinful attachments. They saw a God-man who was broken by the Law, and killed in their place, that they might have life.

On the first Good Friday, some people wondering if this pathetic figure hanging on the cross would be saved by “Elijah.” But Elijah had already come and done his crushing work on Jesus. What they saw was the later, better work of saving all mankind from its sinful wanderings. The power of the cross was to comfort those terrified by Elijah.

Today, God continues to send us “Elijah,” to point out our sin and lead us to humility. But he does that only to remind us of our Savior, and to turn our hearts to him. Thanks be to God for both “Elijah” and our Savior from sin!
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“I have built the temple”

“What a tremendous ceremony!” “What a beautiful building!”

Thoughts like these must have been going through the minds of the people as they went to the dedication of the new temple built in Jerusalem by King Solomon. I Kings tells of the dedication service, and it seems to have been spectacular: all Israel was assembled; 22,000 cattle and 120,000 sheep and goats sacrificed, and a festival that lasted 14 days. At the beginning of this extravaganza, Solomon blessed the people, as we hear in I Kings 8:


"My father David had it in his heart to build a temple for the Name of the LORD, the God of Israel. But the LORD said to my father David, 'Because it was in your heart to build a temple for my Name, you did well to have this in your heart. Nevertheless, you are not the one to build the temple, but your son, who is your own flesh and blood—he is the one who will build the temple for my Name.' 
"The LORD has kept the promise he made: I have succeeded David my father and now I sit on the throne of Israel, just as the LORD promised, and I have built the temple for the Name of the LORD, the God of Israel.”

As is the case with many lavish celebrations, even amid the joy a seed of destruction was planted. For Solomon, for all of his wisdom, was not the main recipient of the promise he quoted. The quote comes from 2 Samuel 7:


" 'The LORD declares to you that the LORD himself will establish a house for you: When your days are over and you rest with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring to succeed you, who will come from your own body, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be his father, and he will be my son.’ “


Only one who would establish an eternal kingdom could say “I have built God’s house.” Only one who would rule forever could claim the throne of God’s people. Only one who was God’s son would keep the promise of God.

In John 2, Jesus identified himself as the one who is the true Son of God and son of David, the one who would build the Lord’s Temple:

Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days." 
The Jews replied, "It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?" But the temple he had spoken of was his body. After he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled what he had said. Then they believed the Scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken. 

Like Solomon, the disciples did not understand that Jesus was the one who would keep the promises of God. Through his death, he would provide the one sacrifice that would pay for the sins of all men of all time. Three days later, he would prove his mastery over death by rising from the dead and establishing his kingdom forever.

But when Jesus rose from the dead, he raised up the temple of his body, and fulfilled the promise given to David hundreds of years before. He ascended into heaven, to sit on an eternal throne. His kingdom endures today, and he is and always will be the perfect Son of the Father.

It is my sinful pride that makes me want to think that I am the one who can do God’s will, and “build the house of God.” But when that falls and fails, I can turn to the true Son of God and see that he is patiently at work, through his Word, building in the hearts of men a temple that will never be destroyed and a kingdom that will never end. 

This work of God through his means of grace may not appear impressive or spectacular, but it IS God’s work, and it builds on the rock, Jesus. He is only one who can say, “I have built the temple.” Let us always worship at this temple!
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“I have done a very foolish thing”

1…2…3…4…5…6…7…8…9…10

As a child, I learned to count at age 2 or so. Soon I was counting all sorts of things—marbles, M&M’s, toy soldiers, players on the basketball court. Counting is pretty standard fare as you grow up.

Even today I count things—I count kids in the van (“5 heads? Check!”), days until something needs to be done, dollars in a fund, and many other things. So what’s wrong with counting?

One of the last recorded “kingly acts” of King David was to order a count taken of the entire nation of Israel. This sinful order is recorded in 2 Samuel 24:


Again the anger of the LORD burned against Israel, and he incited David against them, saying, "Go and take a census of Israel and Judah." 

So the king said to Joab and the army commanders with him, "Go throughout the tribes of Israel from Dan to Beersheba and enroll the fighting men, so that I may know how many there are." 


So what was wrong with this? Three things:

1) The explicit command of God not to count the Levites, which is recorded in Numbers 1. David did not note this.

2) The explicit command of God to collect “atonement money” from each person at the time of the census, commanded in Exodus 30. David did not note this either.

3) The attitude of David, that looked to the numbers in his army for strength rather than to God.

When Joab returned, David realized the sinful thoughts inherent in the order:


Joab reported the number of the fighting men to the king: In Israel there were eight hundred thousand able-bodied men who could handle a sword, and in Judah five hundred thousand. 

David was conscience-stricken after he had counted the fighting men, and he said to the LORD, "I have sinned greatly in what I have done. Now, O LORD, I beg you, take away the guilt of your servant. I have done a very foolish thing." 


Today we have no commands of God concerning a census, and we have no command to pay “atonement money.” But can our “counting” get us into just the same situation as David?

Can we say that we have, at times, done the “Scrooge McDuck thing” and wallowed in our riches, as if they could save us? Have we put a number on our health, our intelligence or our position in life, and decided that we are in pretty good shape? Have we “stored up for ourselves treasures on earth” but failed “to be rich towards God?”

If so, we have fallen in the sin of David, and of the rich man Jesus spoke of in Luke 12:


"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."


When we ourselves in this way, it is good for us to follow David’s advice on what to do next: To be conscience-stricken, to confess that sin to God, and to ask him to take away our guilt.

For God also does some counting. He counts and remembers every single sin we have ever committed, and counts an eternity in hell as a punishment for each one. But he does not count those sins against us, but rather counts them against his Son, who was punished once for us on the cross. That priceless sacrifice took away our guilt, and paid the price of hell that we deserved.

Not only does God take away our selfish reliance on ourselves, but he also gives us the perfect obedience and trust in him as a free gift—the perfect life of Jesus, who relied not on numbers but “on him who is able to save,” God the Father. 

Knowing this, our counting need not go above the number one, as Romans 6 encourages us:


In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness. For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace.


God has won for us the only true treasure in Jesus Christ. May we always see this treasure as our only glory in life and our only hope in death.
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“let him do to me whatever seems good to him.”

Things were not looking very good for King David. He had been betrayed by his son Absalom, who had proclaimed himself king. Now he had to flee for his life, with a few of his faithful followers. 2 Samuel 15 points out his path of sorrow:


The whole countryside wept aloud as all the people passed by. The king also crossed the Kidron Valley, and all the people moved on toward the desert. 

Zadok was there, too, and all the Levites who were with him were carrying the ark of the covenant of God. They set down the ark of God, and Abiathar offered sacrifices until all the people had finished leaving the city. 

Then the king said to Zadok, "Take the ark of God back into the city. If I find favor in the LORD's eyes, he will bring me back and let me see it and his dwelling place again. But if he says, 'I am not pleased with you,' then I am ready; let him do to me whatever seems good to him."

The king also said to Zadok the priest, "Aren't you a seer? Go back to the city in peace, with your son Ahimaaz and Jonathan son of Abiathar. You and Abiathar take your two sons with you. I will wait at the fords in the desert until word comes from you to inform me." So Zadok and Abiathar took the ark of God back to Jerusalem and stayed there. 

But David continued up the Mount of Olives, weeping as he went; his head was covered and he was barefoot. All the people with him covered their heads too and were weeping as they went up.

Now David had been told, "Ahithophel is among the conspirators with Absalom." So David prayed, "O LORD, turn Ahithophel's counsel into foolishness."


David’s sorrow was evident in the mournful procession, the covering of his head, and the slow walk into exile. Yet he also had the presence of mind to send away the visible sign of God’s presence, the ark of the covenant, to tell Zadok to return to Jerusalem, and to turn to the LORD in prayer. Even in extreme sorrow, he knew that the LORD was in control.

What David could not have known was that this same path—from Jerusalem to the Mount of Olives—would some day be taken by his “heir,” the Messiah, and that he would be going to pray on the night he was betrayed. He could not have known that the Christ would also travel with friends while bearing alone the grief of upcoming events. David could not know that Jesus would weep and pray while the Father above worked out all things to carry out the long-planned events that would lead to his death. 

Unlike David, the Christ was a perfectly loving and innocent sacrifice. Unlike David, the Christ would finally be betrayed not for his own sins, but for the sins of the world, including David. Unlike David, he would suffer eternal death in hell while God turned his back on his pleas and cries for mercy. 

David didn’t know any of these things as he walked the path of exile out of Jerusalem, to the Mount of Olives. But God did. Even at this point God was working all things out for the good of David, you and I, and all believers. Even then his plan was to free David from sin by the sacrifice of his only Son, Jesus Christ.

We may also, at times, have to walk paths of pain or suffering. We may also be among friends, while feeling very alone. We may also be betrayed by friends or family members.

Yet, even as we walk this path, we can know that God is in control, and that he is busy making all things work out for us. We can turn to a Savior who “was tempted in every way, just as we are, yet was without sin.” We can understand that this Savior’s path to the cross, more painful than any we will ever walk, was done out of love for us and desire to suffer in our place, and to win for us forgiveness of sins. Even as David walked in faith, we may walk in both sorrow and hope, with tears and prayers, friendless yet “loved by God.” 

God grant us his grace, to see his cross amid all our trials and sufferings!
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“weep for Saul”

Competition seems to be the thread running through “the American way.” Sports, business, academics, and even TV—everywhere you turn, you see competition. But what does the Bible say about how to compete?

One clue to God’s perspective on competition comes from 2 Samuel 1. In it, David hears of the death of Saul, his enemy:


David took up this lament concerning Saul and his son Jonathan, and ordered that the men of Judah be taught this lament of the bow (it is written in the Book of Jashar): 


"Your glory, O Israel, lies slain on your heights. 
How the mighty have fallen! 

"Tell it not in Gath, 
proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon, 
lest the daughters of the Philistines be glad, 
lest the daughters of the uncircumcised rejoice. 

"O mountains of Gilboa, 
may you have neither dew nor rain, 
nor fields that yield offerings of grain . 
For there the shield of the mighty was defiled, 
the shield of Saul—no longer rubbed with oil.

From the blood of the slain, 
from the flesh of the mighty, 
the bow of Jonathan did not turn back, 
the sword of Saul did not return unsatisfied. 

"Saul and Jonathan— 
in life they were loved and gracious, 
and in death they were not parted. 
They were swifter than eagles, 
they were stronger than lions. 

"O daughters of Israel, 
weep for Saul, 
who clothed you in scarlet and finery, 
who adorned your garments with ornaments of gold.”


David’s reaction seems gracious and generous, until you remember who Saul was. Then the reaction seems downright odd. For Saul was the one who had tried multiple times to kill David with a spear. Saul had hunted David for years, and had plotted to kill him. Saul was David’s mortal enemy.

Yet David could find nothing but good words to say about Saul. He mourned over his death, and killed the one who had boasted of killing him. Despite the hatred shown him, David showed love.

Where does such love come from? Only one place—from the God who also loves his enemies, sinful men. David knew that God had promised to send a Savior who would carry the sins of the world on his back, and would free his enemies from their bondage to sin. David knew that this Savior would come to reconcile God to man, and to give this love as a free gift. Knowing this love, David was moved to love even his enemies.

Romans 5 testifies to this love of God, revealed in the person of Jesus Christ:


You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 


Such love forces us to look at ourselves, and admit our lack of love. But it also forgives that lack of love, and draws us to himself. There we learn to love, not as the world loves, but as God loves.

And if today I should find myself forgetting and hating (and I will!), I can see the love of God time and time again in the Gospel, and know that today’s sins are forgiven as well. 

Christ wept and died for us. Now he encourages us to weep and die for each other, especially our enemies. God grant us forgiveness for the times we have failed to do this, and strength through his Word to dare to do so in the future!
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“Your servant will go and fight...”

Nestled in among the lines of the story of David and Goliath is a telling interchange between David and his oldest brother, Eliab. Goliath had been defying the armies of Israel for 40 days, and when David came to bring food to his brothers, I Samuel 17 shows us his reaction:


David asked the men standing near him, "What will be done for the man who kills this Philistine and removes this disgrace from Israel? Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the armies of the living God?" 

They repeated to him what they had been saying and told him, "This is what will be done for the man who kills him." 

When Eliab, David's oldest brother, heard him speaking with the men, he burned with anger at him and asked, "Why have you come down here? And with whom did you leave those few sheep in the desert? I know how conceited you are and how wicked your heart is; you came down only to watch the battle."


Eliab’s reaction seems strange, unless you consider the context. Eliab was among those who had heard Goliath mocking God for the last 40 days. He was among those who had run from the giant. He was also one who had seen Samuel anoint his brother David king over Israel.

But Eliab had a sinful nature, so his reaction was one of frustration lashing out in anger and accusation. To ease his own conscience, he had to find fault with David.

David’s reaction is also strange:


"Now what have I done?" said David. "Can't I even speak?" He then turned away to someone else and brought up the same matter, and the men answered him as before. What David said was overheard and reported to Saul, and Saul sent for him. 

David said to Saul, "Let no one lose heart on account of this Philistine; your servant will go and fight him." 

Saul replied, "You are not able to go out against this Philistine and fight him; you are only a boy, and he has been a fighting man from his youth." 

But David said to Saul, "Your servant has been keeping his father's sheep. When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it. Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear; this uncircumcised Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied the armies of the living God. The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine." 


David did not deny Eliab’s claims that he was conceited or wicked, because he could not. David knew these statements to be true. In Psalm 14, David testified:


The LORD looks down from heaven 
on the sons of men 
to see if there are any who understand, 
any who seek God. 

All have turned aside, 
they have together become corrupt; 
there is no one who does good, 
not even one. 


As a sinful man, David understood his essential problem. But he also understood the promise of the Savior, and how the LORD had rescued him through that promise. He understood that, just as he had rescued lambs from lions, the LORD would deliver him from the Philistine who had defied God.

Today, we might have to face those who wish to “take us down a notch” by pointing out our sins. And they will be right when they testify to what we do wrong. But we make a mistake if such accusation leads us to try and defend ourselves or point out their sins. Rather, instead we can turn to the Lamb of God for our defense, and see him bleed and die on the cross to cover over our sins. We can admit both our sins and our inherent sinfulness, but also recognize the perfect sacrifice that has removed them from God’s eyes “as far as the east is from the west.” And this understanding of the grace of God equips us to go and fight against our spiritual enemies, “the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”

Against such powers, we have no strength by ourselves. In admitting this, and seeking God’s power and strength, we gain the “victory that is ours through Jesus Christ our LORD.” And armed with that strength, we can say, “Your servant will go and fight.”
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“Do not stop crying out to the LORD our God…”

Ever been to the Alamo? I haven’t, but I know the story well—how a small group of Texans held out against thousands of Mexican federales, earning time for Sam Houston to marshal his troops and win the Battle of San Jacinto, and eventually the war.

Of course, the Texans at San Jacinto were vastly outnumbered, but one little-known reason for the victory was that the Texans attacked at the time of the Mexican siesta, about 3 PM in the afternoon (For more on this, see http://www.tamu.edu/ccbn/dewitt/batsanjacinto.htm). It would seem poor strategy on behalf of the Mexicans to sleep while an enemy is attacking.

If sleeping is poor strategy, then God’s approach is pure foolishness. I Samuel tells us about God’s “battle plan” when Israel was attacked by the Philistines, in I Samuel 7:


When the Philistines heard that Israel had assembled at Mizpah, the rulers of the Philistines came up to attack them. And when the Israelites heard of it, they were afraid because of the Philistines. They said to Samuel, "Do not stop crying out to the LORD our God for us, that he may rescue us from the hand of the Philistines." Then Samuel took a suckling lamb and offered it up as a whole burnt offering to the LORD. He cried out to the LORD on Israel's behalf, and the LORD answered him. 


Despite the apparent foolishness of the approach, sacrificing and praying while being attacked, God allowed it to receive his blessing:


While Samuel was sacrificing the burnt offering, the Philistines drew near to engage Israel in battle. But that day the LORD thundered with loud thunder against the Philistines and threw them into such a panic that they were routed before the Israelites. The men of Israel rushed out of Mizpah and pursued the Philistines, slaughtering them along the way to a point below Beth Car. 

Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Shen. He named it Ebenezer, saying, "Thus far has the LORD helped us."


By placing a stone, Samuel noted the righteousness of God’s plan, and the blessings that come from hearing and following that plan. And such notice is important, because God’s plans are not at all like our own.

God’s most important plan was his plan to send his Son to bleed and die for the world. This plan involved his Son becoming human, walking around homeless and penniless, and finally being convicted as a criminal and executed. His plan involved taking twelve semi-literate Jews and using them to teach the world. His plan involved sacrifice without objection or resistance. To the world’s point of view, this plan seems like foolishness of the greatest kind.

Paul speaks of this foolishness in I Corinthians 1:


For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written: 

"I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; 
the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate."

Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than man's wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man's strength. 


God has also placed a stone to remind us of this “foolishness”—Christ, the “chief cornerstone,” whom Paul calls the “power of God and the wisdom of God.” When we are attacked by the devil, the sinful nature of others, or our own “old Adam,” we can see and cling to Christ, remembering that God is at work “to save those who believe.”

And we can be equally foolish in our time and trust. The world sees little value in God’s Word, Baptism, and Holy Communion—the means of grace by which God works faith and strengthens us. When we are attacked, rather than setting up battle plans, we can flee to them, taking the advice of Israel to “not stop crying out to the LORD our God,” and wait and see the power of God displayed in our hearts and lives.

This “power of God” is our salvation, today and every day. May we cling to it today and every day, and trust that God is not the foolish one.
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