“Cut it down!”
Jesus told the crowds a parable about a fig tree in a vineyard, in Luke 13:

Then he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he went to look for fruit on it, but did not find any. So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, 'For three years now I've been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven't found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?' 

" 'Sir,' the man replied, 'leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.' "

Jesus often used gardening and farming objects for his parables, and his illustration of a farmer’s expectation is just such a story. Jesus told this parable to those who had been blessed with the Old Testament Scriptures, with prophets and priests and the Temple of God. Jesus told this parable to those who had heard John the Baptist warn them, and had seen the miracles of Jesus in their streets. These Jews were looking for a Messiah, but when he came they did not listen to him or believe in him. Even though the Father had “planted a fig tree” in the vineyard of Canaan, and had tended it carefully, it produced no fruit. Therefore the owner gave the command to “cut it down!”

We, too, as Americans, have been blessed to live in a wonderful land—a land with great richness and wealth. We have freedom to worship, and have been given money to build churches and hear the Word of God—all blessings from a wonderful Lord. Yet we too must admit that we have not produced “fruit” in keeping with these wonderful blessings. We have not been the kind of people God demands; we have not kept his commandments as we should. Even our best acts are “as filthy rags,” and of us God should justifiably say, “Cut it down!”
It is in Christ, however, that we see the stern command of the owner fully carried out. Christ took upon himself the curse of sin be “becoming sin for us,” and he went to the cross to die in our place. For three hours he was tormented with the punishment of hell in our place, for our failure to produce “fruits” that satisfy the Owner. For three hours he was tortured eternally for our inability to do good and be good. And then he died, having completed his act of redemption, and rose again to show his completed act of salvation.
When he ascended into heaven, he sent the Holy Spirit to baptize his children—to bring them faith and assurance that all was now well between God and man. This Spirit was given to us when our sins were washed away in the waters of baptism, and we were given a new life in Christ. Through this Spirit, we have a new man who is able to fight against sin and seek to keep God’s command. Through the “fertilizing” work of the Spirit, we produce fruits of faith that please God and man.

Such fruits are mentioned in Ephesians 5: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” This fruit comes from an attachment to the vine, Jesus Christ. These fruits are “of the Spirit,” not of man. Yet the mercy and grace of God are such that he gives them to us by his Son’s merit, and through the work of that same Spirit. He gives us the fruits that please him, and blesses us with the produce of lives that cling to him.

Those who are attached to the Savior need not fear the cutting and burning of an eternity in hell—they know that Jesus has already born that punishment in his body on the cross. Rather, they understand and appreciate that all life is a chance to bear fruit—“fruit of the Spirit”—as a willing act of thankfulness and praise to the God who has planted them in his eternal home in heaven, and who eagerly await the final harvest.
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“Watch and pray.”
On the night on which Jesus was betrayed, he took his disciples to the Garden of Gethsemane. There, he gave them a specific command, recorded in Mark 14:

They went to a place called Gethsemane, and Jesus said to his disciples, "Sit here while I pray." He took Peter, James and John along with him, and he began to be deeply distressed and troubled. "My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death," he said to them. "Stay here and keep watch." 

Going a little farther, he fell to the ground and prayed that if possible the hour might pass from him. "Abba, Father," he said, "everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will." 

Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping. "Simon," he said to Peter, "are you asleep? Could you not keep watch for one hour? Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak."

Jesus Christ, the true Son of God and the “anointed” sacrifice for sin, was going to be betrayed and would die on a cross. Therefore, he asked his disciples to “keep watch” while he went to pray. Peter was explicitly told to “watch and pray,” so that he would not “fall into temptation.” The task was for one hour, before Jesus would go to his appointed end. But Peter failed to “watch and pray;” he could not resist sleep. His body was indeed “weak,” and he was no help to Jesus Christ. 

We, too, consist of the same human flesh as Peter, and are cursed with the same weak nature. We, also, have the commands of God to resist sin and avoid temptation. We, too, would do well to “watch and pray.” But like Peter we must admit that our watchfulness is less than complete, and our prayer life leaves much to be desired. Too easily we grow far too interested in the things of this world; too quickly we forget God’s commands and chase after fantasies and earthly pleasures. In answer to Jesus’ quiet request, “Could you not keep watch for one hour?” we must admit that by nature, not even for a minute can we keep ourselves from sin and temptation and failure.

Fortunately for us, our salvation does not depend upon our ability to “watch and pray,” but rather upon Jesus’ love for his Father and his accomplished act of redemption. For Jesus did “watch and pray” that fateful night. He asked his Father to “take this cup” from him, and accepted his Father’s will when he did not. Jesus willingly went to with his betrayer, suffered humiliation and crucifixion, and presented himself as a “sacrifice of atonement” for the sins of mankind. He knew the penalty that needed payment, and he willingly endured hell for all our distraction and weakness. He put himself into the hands of sinners for the sake of his Father; he took sin on himself to set mankind free.
For sinful people today, Jesus offers the same gracious command: “Stay here and keep watch.” Watch as he goes to the cross, and takes on himself our sin. Watch as he endures the forsakenness of hell in our place. Watch as he is placed in the tomb, and watch as he raises himself to life on Easter, having completed his work of redemption. Watch as he gives his Holy Spirit, and watch as he ascends into heaven to rule over all things. Watch, and pray, as he prepares all things for the end of the world, and the final judgment.

Such a command as this is no trouble at all for the child of God, for the new life in Christ encourages and strengthens us to indeed “watch and pray.” And should we find ourselves weakening and falling into temptation, we can go back to that same wonderful scene through his Word, and there find forgiveness and peace and assurance of his great love for us. For there, at the cross, by faith we live; as we “watch and pray” our Savior’s love for us, we gain the assurance of the Father’s love. God grant us wisdom to “watch and pray” with Jesus until he returns to take us home!
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“Crucify him!”
Much has been made of the first word of the phrase, “Crucify him!” To be killed by being hung on a cross was a terrible fate, reserved for the worst of sinners. To wish this upon someone else was to indeed wish him evil, as Matthew 27 describes:

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

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

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

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

Ever since the fall into sin at the Garden of Eden, this phrase has been shouted out, with the emphasis on the second word of the phrase. Adam blamed Eve for his sin; Eve blamed the serpent. Each wanted God to pin the blame on someone else. Since that day, mankind has repeated this same refrain, with a thousand variations:

“Don’t blame me! I didn’t do it!”

“It was him! I saw him!”

“I don’t know anything about it!”

These denials occur because sinful man constantly wants to look good, and to make others look bad. Nobody wants to be guilty, or to take the blame that brings punishment or shame. All sinners of all time cry out, “Crucify him, not me!”

Of course, such sin is self-deceptive, for there is a God who knows and judges perfectly. On the last day he will reveal all things, and he will punish each person “according to what he has done.” On that day, blame-shifting and evasions will be worthless; on that day the truth about each of us will be revealed. On that day God will use the fires of hell to punish each person with an everlasting punishment for his own guilt and sins.
To save us from that awful day, God sent his Son Jesus to take upon himself the sin of all mankind, by dying on the cross for us. When he was accused, he “did not open his mouth.” When he was slandered, he made no defense. Rather, he meekly submitted to his Father’s will, to allow each transgression and every lie to be placed squarely on his shoulders. By his willingness to suffer for us, he cried out, “Crucify me, not them!” And the Father answered that prayer by placing on him all the guilt of the world.

Such love surprises us, as it comes to us “while we were still sinners.” But because Christ was punished completely for our sins, we need not hide from our sins or try to make payment for them. We need not deny either our sins or try to shift blame. Rather, the love of God teaches us to “confess our sins” and to rejoice in the gift of the Holy Spirit, that is, forgiveness of sins and peace with God. Through this gift we are declared righteous for the sake of Jesus; by this gift we have access to heaven and freedom from the “pattern of this world.” The Spirit encourages us to daily to say with Paul in Galatians 2, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” Of our sinful nature we cry, “Crucify him!” Of Christ we cry, “He was crucified for me!”
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“We don’t know”
For the religious leaders of Jesus’ day, there was no more fatal phrase than “We don’t know.” They gave this reply when questioned by Jesus in Matthew 21:

Jesus entered the temple courts, and, while he was teaching, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him. "By what authority are you doing these things?" they asked. "And who gave you this authority?" 

Jesus replied, "I will also ask you one question. If you answer me, I will tell you by what authority I am doing these things. John's baptism—where did it come from? Was it from heaven, or from men?" 

They discussed it among themselves and said, "If we say, 'From heaven,' he will ask, 'Then why didn't you believe him?' But if we say, 'From men'—we are afraid of the people, for they all hold that John was a prophet." 

So they answered Jesus, "We don't know." 


For the “chief priests and the elders of the people,” the question Jesus asked went to the heart of their relationship with him. Would they accept him based on his words, or would they deny him based on human considerations? After considering the options, they decided that “no comment” was the safest course, and they uttered the non-committing words. They failed to confess Jesus as the Son of God or as their Savior from sin.
We, too, might be like the Pharisees and be tempted to “weigh the cost” of knowing Jesus and following him, and decide it to be too high. We might consider that confessing Jesus will cost us friendships, respect, or monetary gain. We might be tempted to think that hedging on the punishment for sin or on questions of doctrinal concern allow us to “have our cake and eat it too.” But recall that Peter also claimed that “I don’t know this man” when he denied Jesus. If we are not for Jesus, we are against him. There is no moral middle ground. Jesus said, “Anyone who does not take up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.” (Matthew 10) To disavow the only God is to have God as our enemy now and forever, and to join the unbelieving Pharisees in an eternity of punishment in hell.
Because mankind is by nature faithless, God sent his Son Jesus to be the perfect Savior of mankind. There was nothing non-committal in Jesus; he came exclusively for the purpose of living to his Father’s glory and dying for mankind. He did not shrink away from the terrible act of crucifixion, but rather took the cup of suffering and drank it completely. By his act of redemption, he won forgiveness for a world dying of sin and condemned to hell. By his death, he purchased complete forgiveness of sins.

This complete atonement was given to us when Jesus placed his name on us. He gave his salvation through baptism as an unconditional act of grace. He fully committed to his children when he declared, “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have everlasting life.” (John 3) And he continues to forgive sin, strengthen faith, and give certainty of eternal life through his Word and Sacraments.
Such a certain redemption was the work of Jesus; such a certain salvation is granted to us through the Holy Spirit. On the last day we can be sure that Jesus will claim us, by faith, through the saving work he accomplished on the cross. Because of his love, we can be bold to claim him as our Savior, and to accept whatever costs may come as we follow him through life, past death, and into eternity. Through faith, we can say, “Yes, I do know Jesus!”
This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 2-26-07 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.

“Surely the day is coming…”

“Time to clean your rooms!”

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

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

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

    “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come," says the LORD Almighty. 
    But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years.”
God’s demands for perfect cleanliness also sent his people, the Israelites, scurrying.  Like rushed children, they thought that a surface cleaning would do.  But God was looking to clean them “like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap.”  God was going to clean them until no stain of sin remained in them.

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

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

Malachi 4 testifies to the power of this fire:

   "Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them on fire," says the LORD Almighty. "Not a root or a branch will be left to them. But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall.”
Praise God that, though we are unclean, He has declared us pure and holy through his Son Jesus Christ!  May we find this truth and comfort in God’s Word today and every day!
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“like nothing”

Are you, like me, ever surprised at how much difference the little things in life make?  For example, I get one little number wrong on my tax return, and I get to spend hours on the phone talking to the nice people at the IRS. I get the wrong month for my anniversary, and my wife won’t speak to me for days. (“The date of our anniversary? How many guesses do I get?”) I get one little scratch I forget to wash, and pretty soon the wound is infected. And so on, and so on. Life seems at times like football, which some quotable chap said, “is a game of inches.”

For people who miss the important little things, then, and suffer from that, God takes time in his Word to point out what is important. One such example is found in Haggai 2:

On the twenty-first day of the seventh month, the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: "Speak to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant of the people. Ask them, 'Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing? But now be strong, O Zerubbabel,' declares the LORD. 'Be strong, O Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest. Be strong, all you people of the land,' declares the LORD, 'and work. For I am with you,' declares the LORD Almighty. 'This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.' 

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

For the people of God, the return to the promised land and the rebuilding of the temple looked “like nothing.” They had seen the glory of the former temple, and the current construction was a sore disappointment in comparison. The tendency might have been to consider it inferior or second-rate, or perhaps even to give up work entirely. But against such sinful thoughts God encouraged his people to “be strong…and work.” He told them that “I am with you,” and that “my Spirit remains among you.”

It might be easy to excuse the failure of the Israelites to miss the work of the Holy Spirit, because God tells us that he works invisibly and on his own schedule. Jesus told his disciples that “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit" (John 3). Elijah was led to see the glory of God in the gentle whisper. And even today this same Spirit works in the means of grace, in simple water of baptism and the simple bread and wine of communion, to bring life and peace through his Word.
These simple means of grace bring to us the forgiveness of a simple, unassuming Savior, one who “did not quarrel or cry out.” Isaiah 53 tells us that “there was nothing in his appearance that we should desire him” but rather that “he was despised, and we esteemed him not.” Such a Savior was born in a manger to poor parents, lived as carpenter’s son, and grew up among the people. He walked about on the earth with not even “a place to lay his head,” and had to get his temple tax from the mouth of a fish. Even his clothes were taken from him on the cross, and he died penniless and despised.

But “it was the Lord’s will to crush him and to cause him to suffer.” The Lord had made this weak and despised Jew the pivotal character in his plan to pay for the sins of all mankind. For he was both God and man—the one Savior who would live perfectly and die for the transgressions of a world of sinners. Because he was not proud, his death for our pride could be credited on our behalf. Because he was willing to be “made nothing” for us, we are declared righteous for his sake.

In providing a Savior from sin, God fulfilled the prophecy made in Haggai 2, that the “desired of nations would come” and that he would “fill this house with glory.” His glory for his sacrificial death would be “greater than the glory of the former house.” Through his work of redemption, he did indeed “grant peace” to the nations.

In knowing Jesus as the humble and perfect Savior of mankind, the King who died and rose for us, we also gain insight into the way in which God continues to spread the message of his salvation to a world dying of sin. He continues to use the simple means of grace—his Word, baptism, and communion—as his chosen method to say everything he has to say, and to reach all whom he has chosen for eternal life. Although these means may seem “like nothing,” they carry the promise of God that “faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of God” (Romans 10). In these means of grace God is indeed “with us,” and through them he will keep us humbly and powerfully attached to him until the day he comes to “shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry ground” one last time. Until that day, may we cling ever closer to his Word, that we may learn more and more to know Jesus, and to live eternally now and forever with him.
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“with what shall I come?”
“What can I bring to the party?” “What kind of present do you want for your birthday?”

Such questions are a staple of our existence—a sign of our thankfulness for an invitation. Often, however, what to bring is a problem; what might be most appreciated is a quandary. In these cases, I understand, I am better off asking what I can bring than making a mistake.

So, what can I bring to God? God asks and answers this question in Micah 6:

With what shall I come before the LORD 
       and bow down before the exalted God? 
       Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
       with calves a year old? 

Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, 
       with ten thousand rivers of oil? 
       Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, 
       the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 

He has showed you, O man, what is good. 
       And what does the LORD require of you? 
       To act justly and to love mercy 
       and to walk humbly with your God.

Among the acceptable forms of worship at the time of Micah were sacrifices—the dedication (often by burning) of a valuable commodity. Micah lists a few—calves, rams, oil, or even the firstborn of my own body—as possible gifts to give “for the sin of my soul.” But none of these are acceptable offerings, for none of them really belong to man. In Psalm 50 God reminds us that…

I have no need of a bull from your stall 
       or of goats from your pens, 

for every animal of the forest is mine, 
       and the cattle on a thousand hills. 

I know every bird in the mountains, 
       and the creatures of the field are mine. 

Even the children that come from our own bodies are not ours, but rather are “his children,” created by his power and given to us for a short time. So what can we bring to God? Micah speaks of an attitude that seeks “to act justly and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.” This is a proper response to God, the one who is full of everything and needs nothing.

But even such an attitude does not come from us. Rather it comes from the person of Jesus Christ. For in the fullness of time God gave up his firstborn as a sacrifice for the world, taking on human flesh and dwelling among man. The Christ came to walk among us, living a perfect human life, and loving both God and man without fault. He sacrificed himself by going to a cross, and there suffering for the sins of mankind, once for all. He died to complete his saving work, and rose to prove his victory over death and hell. Jesus did all that needed to be done to appease the wrath of God and to reconcile man to God.

Because he loved mercy, he gave that mercy to us through the message of the Gospel. This message sets us free from bondage to sin, and washes us clean of sin. It lifts us up and creates in us a new attitude, one of willing and eager service to God. The Gospel message creates faith, and faith trusts that the life and death of Jesus are sufficient for eternal life, by the work of the Holy Spirit.

Such a faith in reflected in the words of Psalm 116:
How can I repay the LORD 
       for all his goodness to me? 

I will lift up the cup of salvation 
       and call on the name of the LORD. 

I will fulfill my vows to the LORD 
       in the presence of all his people. 

Precious in the sight of the LORD 
       is the death of his saints. 

O LORD, truly I am your servant; 
       I am your servant, the son of your maidservant; 
       you have freed me from my chains. 

The more we hear of the grace of God—the more we understand the goodness of God to sinful mankind—the more we are moved to “lift up the cup of salvation” and to “call on the name of the Lord.” We understand that both life and death are opportunities to thank, but never repay, the God who has “freed me from my chains.” By his grace we will stand before him at the final judgment, and there be able to spend all eternity giving our willing and joyful praise to the One who died that we might live. This eternity is a gift from God; in this eternity I will be thrilled forever to praise Jesus as my Savior and my King. 
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“a refuge for his people”
Do you know where to go in case of nuclear attack? Me, neither. Quite frankly, I have not given it much thought. The scenarios under which a nuclear missile would appear in the skies above South Dakota seem rather distant now. Our family and our school don’t practice what to do. We just haven’t thought much about it. This contrasts quite a bit with my own childhood, when the Cold War was going on, and various buildings were marked with a yellow sign saying “nuclear shelter.” Teachers would talk about what to do in the event of a nuclear war. We even practiced where to go in that event, perhaps a little cynically, because not many people were convinced that the shelter would help much should an attack occur. But at least we knew.

In the book of Joel, God reminds his people to be prepared to run to a refuge in the event of a calamity. But the calamity was entirely of God’s making, described in Joel 3:

"Let the nations be roused; 
       let them advance into the Valley of Jehoshaphat, 
       for there I will sit 
       to judge all the nations on every side. 

Swing the sickle, 
       for the harvest is ripe. 
       Come, trample the grapes, 
       for the winepress is full 
       and the vats overflow— 
       so great is their wickedness!" 

Multitudes, multitudes 
       in the valley of decision! 
       For the day of the LORD is near 
       in the valley of decision. 

The sun and moon will be darkened, 
       and the stars no longer shine. 

The LORD will roar from Zion 
       and thunder from Jerusalem; 
       the earth and the sky will tremble." 

The calamity mentioned here is more complete than any nuclear war—it is more individual than any flood or earthquake. The calamity would bring “multitudes in the valley of decision,” and would involve the great God sitting in power “to judge the nations of every side.” At that time, even creation will cease, for “the sun and moon will be darkened, and the stars no longer shine.” The “earth and sky will tremble” on that great and terrible day.
All mankind will seek refuge on that final judgment—no one will be able to face “the wrath of the Lamb.” But Joel goes on to describe a place of refuge for God’s people:

"But the LORD will be a refuge for his people, 
       a stronghold for the people of Israel. 

Then you will know that I, the LORD your God, 
       dwell in Zion, my holy hill. 
       Jerusalem will be holy; 
       never again will foreigners invade her. 

In that day the mountains will drip new wine, 
       and the hills will flow with milk; 
       all the ravines of Judah will run with water. 
       A fountain will flow out of the LORD's house 
       and will water the valley of acacias. 

But Egypt will be desolate, 
       Edom a desert waste, 
       because of violence done to the people of Judah, 
       in whose land they shed innocent blood. 

Judah will be inhabited forever 
       and Jerusalem through all generations. 

Their bloodguilt, which I have not pardoned, 
       I will pardon." 


On the last day, during the final judgment, there will only be one place of refuge—Zion, the “holy hill.” It will be a refuge for God’s people, and would be “inhabited forever.” In that city the mountains will “drip new wine” and the hills “will flow with milk.” In that city “a fountain will flow of the Lord’s house” and will “water the valley.” In that city people will find “pardon” for their “bloodguilt.” The city of God, the new Jerusalem, will be the only eternal refuge on that day.
Entrance to that city was secured by Jesus Christ when he came to bear the sins of the world on the cross at Calvary, to pay for the sins of mankind by his suffering on the cross. When Jesus bore on his soul the evil of mankind, he satisfied the wrath of his Father towards mankind’s many sins, and opened the doors of the eternal city. He died and rose again to show that even death could not separate his children from that city. He ascended into heaven to prepare an eternal home for his people. And there he awaits the final day of judgment, when all men will be called to account.

When the forgiveness of sins was applied to us in the means of grace, God made us his holy people—his chosen and redeemed children. On that day he prepared a place for us in that city, and he secured our spot among the redeemed. When we were baptized and brought to faith, we were made secure in our knowledge of Jesus as our present and eternal refuge from death and hell. As his children, we still live in a world of sin, but we are strangers here, looking for and awaiting the redemption of our bodies that will come on that last day. As his children, we wait with confidence and hope, knowing that God will not cast us out or turn us away. We know our refuge, our place of pardon—it is found in the person and work of Jesus Christ. May we stay secure in this hope, and certain of the promise of God, until we all take refuge in Him in the valley of decision!
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“they will know that I am the LORD”

In the first 39 chapters of the book of Ezekiel, this phrase occurs no less than 28 times. The first 26 times, it is the concluding statement to a description of a coming judgment for sin.

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

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

But in Ezekiel 39, God tells us of another way that he longs to show us that he is the LORD:

  "Therefore this is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will now bring Jacob back from captivity and will have compassion on all the people of Israel, and I will be zealous for my holy name. They will forget their shame and all the unfaithfulness they showed toward me when they lived in safety in their land with no one to make them afraid. When I have brought them back from the nations and have gathered them from the countries of their enemies, I will show myself holy through them in the sight of many nations. Then they will know that I am the LORD their God, for though I sent them into exile among the nations, I will gather them to their own land, not leaving any behind. I will no longer hide my face from them, for I will pour out my Spirit on the house of Israel, declares the Sovereign LORD."
The law terrifies us, but it is the Gospel message that shows us a God who loves us and keeps his covenant of love. When God sent his Son Jesus into this world, He showed compassion to all people. When God lifted up his Son Jesus for the sin of the world, he gathered his people from all nations. When he brought us to faith, His Spirit was poured out on us, bringing us new life and peace with God.

On the last day, all men will come to know and confess Jesus as LORD. For some, that will be a day of terror, as they experience the full wrath of God in his law. For others, it will be a day of joy, as they renew their eternal friendship with the lover of their souls, Jesus Christ. May that day find us knowing that Jesus is LORD, and trusting in him for time and for eternity!
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“not for your sake”
Does God ever do things because of mankind? This might seem to have an easy answer: Yes. God told the children of Israel that he would bless them for clinging to him, and punish them when they fell away. He also pointed out to them that “the wicked man would die for his sin,” but that the “righteous would live.” Finally, one might say that Jesus died on the cross for us, and because of sin. So, there we have it, right?
But then we come across passages like those found in Ezekiel 36:

"Therefore say to the house of Israel, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone. I will show the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the name you have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that I am the LORD, declares the Sovereign LORD, when I show myself holy through you before their eyes. 
" 'For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. You will live in the land I gave your forefathers; you will be my people, and I will be your God. I will save you from all your uncleanness. I will call for the grain and make it plentiful and will not bring famine upon you. I will increase the fruit of the trees and the crops of the field, so that you will no longer suffer disgrace among the nations because of famine. Then you will remember your evil ways and wicked deeds, and you will loathe yourselves for your sins and detestable practices. I want you to know that I am not doing this for your sake, declares the Sovereign LORD. Be ashamed and disgraced for your conduct, O house of Israel!' "
In Ezekiel 36, God goes to great pains to point out that his actions are “not for your sake,” but rather “for the sake” of his “holy name.” All the great actions that he was going to perform were to prove that he was “the Lord,” and that he was holy. And those actions were many and profound: God would gather the people, cleanse them, give them a “new heart” and a “new spirit,” put his Spirit in them, live in the land of their fathers, bless their fields and crops, and would be their God. All of this was done for the sake of God’s name.

For if we begin to think that it was “for our sake,” even our sins, that God had to go into action, then we begin to take credit for the things that rightly belong to God. We might well also begin to view faith as something we do; something that we accomplish perhaps with help from God. Should that happen, we would begin to replace the God of the Bible with ourselves; we would then proclaim ourselves holy and give ourselves the glory. But this is not God’s intent. His kindness to us is intended to lead us to “loathe” ourselves for our “sins and detestable practices.” Through his kindness he intends to teach us to “be ashamed and disgraced” for what we have done. It is not because of us, but rather in spite of us, that Christ had to come and die for sins.

We see this in the life of Christ. He was holy in spite of his birth to a sinful mother, and in spite of the taunts of a sinful family. He was perfect in spite of living among “a people of unclean lips” and being taught by “a brood of vipers.” He preached God’s will in spite of disciples who were “slow to understand,” and among people who had “so little faith.” He showed love in spite of hate; he forgave in spite of grudges and plots against him. In his entire life, he gave glory to God, not men; for “he did not need man’s testimony about  men, for he knew what was in a man.” (John 2)
In his death, he showed this willingness to glorify his Father most clearly; for he went to the cross even though all men deserted him and abandoned him, and even though the devil still tempted him to sin. And even on the cross he perfectly fulfilled his Father’s will, carrying out the eternal plan of salvation that came from the active and purposeful love of God. This salvation was accomplished even though “no eye has seen” and “no ear has heard” what God prepared; it was done even while all mankind was in stubborn rebellion against God and his gracious will. Despite our hatred for God and our foolish opposition, God worked his salvation by punishing his Son on the cross for each and every sin we have ever committed. In doing so, he saved us “not because of righteous things we had done,” but without our aid or help.

Even the placing of this forgiveness on us was done without our aid or assistance—without our help or request. “While we were still sinners” Christ came and put his love on us in baptism. “When we were dead in our sins and trespasses” God gave us faith and declared us forgiven in Christ. Even though we “once were enemies of God and man,” God made us his friends in Jesus and brought us into his kingdom, giving us his perfect life as a free gift, and endowing us with “the mind of Christ.”

Such a mind recognizes that it is spite of us and our sins that Christ saved us; it sees the sins of mankind as “nothing good,” and is led to loathe that way of thinking. In Christ, we gain the ability to “be ashamed and disgraced” for what we have done, even as we rejoice and celebrate the perfect love of God that is ours by his mercy. Such a mind also learns to distrust anything done by sinful man, but rather to cling all the more closely to the work and results of Christ in his Word and Sacraments. For any good that comes from us will be done by God, in his grace, without our human effort or assistance. The salvation of God came to us “not for our sake” but for the sake of God. God grant us the humility to recognize this, and the faith to proclaim “To God alone be the glory for the things he has done!”
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“the model of perfection”
Just who is the one whom I should emulate? Who should I look up to? Who should be my role model, conscious or sub-conscious? Society gives us many people as examples, from the rich and famous to the athletically inclined. Generous people are sometimes in the news, as are people who “stick with it.” But who should I be like?

In the book of Ezekiel, we hear about one who was a “model of perfection,” and what happened to him. Ezekiel 28 tells us:

The word of the LORD came to me: "Son of man, take up a lament concerning the king of Tyre and say to him: 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: 

" 'You were the model of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. 

You were in Eden, the garden of God; 
       every precious stone adorned you: 
       ruby, topaz and emerald, chrysolite, onyx and jasper, 
       sapphire, turquoise and beryl. 
       Your settings and mountings were made of gold; 
       on the day you were created they were prepared. 

You were anointed as a guardian cherub, for so I ordained you. 
       You were on the holy mount of God; you walked among the fiery stones. 

You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created 
       till wickedness was found in you. 

Through your widespread trade you were filled with violence, and you sinned. 
       So I drove you in disgrace from the mount of God, and I expelled you, O 
guardian cherub, from among the fiery stones. 

Your heart became proud on account of your beauty, 
       and you corrupted your wisdom because of your splendor. 
       So I threw you to the earth; I made a spectacle of you before kings. 

By your many sins and dishonest trade you have desecrated your sanctuaries. 
       So I made a fire come out from you, and it consumed you, 
       and I reduced you to ashes on the ground in the sight of all who were watching. 

All the nations who knew you are appalled at you; 
       you have come to a horrible end and will be no more.' "

What a man this king of Tyre must have been: the “model of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty.” He was anointed “as a guardian cherub” and was “blameless in your ways.” Unfortunately, the king of Tyre “sinned” and was “filled with violence.” He “became proud on account of (your beauty)” and was “thrown to the earth.” There he was no longer a model but a “spectacle.” There he came was “reduced to ashes” and came to “a horrible end.” So much for the model of perfection.
When reading these words, it is difficult not to think that they are also directed to someone else—to another who was a “model of perfection” and a “golden cherub,” the devil, the first betrayer of God and the enemy of mankind. He was created perfectly by God but fell away; he carried on “widespread trade” of his sinful pattern when he tempted mankind; he was expelled from heaven and thrown to the earth; he will end his time in the fire and ashes of hell and “will be no more.” The devil, for all his wonderful created abilities, lost all beauty when he fell away from God. At that point, he no longer became one to emulate or admire.

Yet there are still many who hold him up as a “model of perfection.” By their lives and words they copy his rebellion, and seek to follow his path of violence. They too are proud, and boastful, and doomed to destruction. They too will face the final judgment of God for having “corrupted their wisdom” and chosen to be their own gods. And by nature we are among them; by nature we are “slaves to sin” and “lost and condemned” in our sins and defiance to the God of heaven. By nature we naturally choose to make the devil, our master, the model to follow, and we follow him intently and earnestly.

Because the every man fell into sin and failed as a model, God sent his Son Jesus into the world to be the perfect man, the one who was truly a “model of perfection.” Jesus never sinned, not once; he always said, thought, and did what was just and holy. He certainly is one that we can follow. Unfortunately, such is the extent of our corruption that we cannot by ourselves even desire to follow him, much less be like him; so his perfection brings us no joy or peace. So he went further, offering himself up as a sin sacrifice on the cross, taking upon himself all the rebellion and pride of sin for the entire world. When he suffered, it was for headstrong people who had rejected their God. When he died, he proclaimed that the entire payment for sin was completed by his complete agony in the ashes of hell. He became the model of perfection not by showing us what to do, but by doing it in our place, and giving this perfection to us as a free gift.

When the Holy Spirit first placed faith in our hearts, Christ was put into us as the sinless “model of perfection.” His death was credited to us as complete redemption of sins; his life was given to us as our own. On that day this wonderful gift of salvation was given to us personally; our relationship with the Father was restored; heaven was again opened to those who had rebelled and an amnesty of peace was declared for his children, the former rebels.
As God’s children, then, we don’t need to look around for a “model of perfection” to copy; we have one, planted in our hearts by faith. It is Jesus Christ, true God and true man, our Savior and our Redeemer. He made us copies of him in the only important way. Our hearts yearn, therefore, to know him, to be like him, to follow him, to die like him, and to wait for the last day when he will show us how much he has loved us with an everlasting love. Jesus is our “model of perfection” by his death on the cross, who has won us from the old master, our devil. He won us to be his own, and to live under him, and to one day join him in eternal bliss. Praise be to our Master and our Friend!
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“Repent and live!”
Integral to the concept of repentance is the concept of changing paths—of deciding that I am headed on the wrong path and that I need to go a different way. Note that this is different than simply admitting that one _may_ get lost—it involves recognition of a current bad situation, and a willingness to retrace the steps to where I first went wrong. At that point I can choose differently, and be set right.

Such a recognition can be difficult, for it often involves going past scenes of my own folly and stupidity—retracing old territory. But it is necessary, as Ezekiel 18 proclaims:

"Hear, O house of Israel: Is my way unjust? Is it not your ways that are unjust? If a righteous man turns from his righteousness and commits sin, he will die for it; because of the sin he has committed he will die. But if a wicked man turns away from the wickedness he has committed and does what is just and right, he will save his life. Because he considers all the offenses he has committed and turns away from them, he will surely live; he will not die. Yet the house of Israel says, 'The way of the Lord is not just.' Are my ways unjust, O house of Israel? Is it not your ways that are unjust? 

"Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live!

The path of God requires eternal vigilance—for the righteous, that they do not stray; and for the wicked, that they see their error and “turn away from the wickedness.” Knowing that there is a coming judgment, when God “will judge you, each one according to his ways,” creates a sense of urgency. For those who follow the path of wickedness will die. Those who turn from wickedness “will surely live.” And so the gracious invitation of God is to “repent and live!”

Such a problem seems simple, and the solution just as easy, until one considers the inherent evil of mankind. For as Martin Luther proclaims, “the devil is the master of a thousand arts.” He can lead us into sin many, many ways—by tempting us to sin, or by making us proud that we did not sin. He can lead us to despair or induce us to be our own gods. He is aided by a world full of sinners and by our own weak flesh, which all too quickly follows his lead and strays from the path of righteousness.
Because mankind is so evil and so tempted, therefore, God in his mercy sent his Son Jesus to die on the cross for sinful mankind. He did not die for his own sins, for he had none. He was a righteous man who did not stray. But he died there for “sheep who loved to wander,” that the penalty of death might be put upon him, and that “the lost might be found.” He died to satisfy the perfect justice of God, and to make a full deposit for the cost of sin. He died to rid us of all offenses.

The perfect payment of Jesus for sin was applied to us when we were baptized. Titus 3 reminds us:

At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.
Heirs of God are those who have been washed and made clean by the promises and love of God; they are ones who are declared clean “because of his mercy.” Such mercy is “poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior” through the working of the Holy Spirit. The faith worked by this mercy lays hold of Christ’s righteousness and claims it as its own. Because of this faith, the judgment of God on his children is that sin is forgiven—that the “new heart and new spirit” of Jesus are ours—and that we will live eternally.
As children of God, then, who have been saved from ourselves, who have been rescued from straying by the “shepherd of our souls,” it is our greatest joy to hear the voice of our shepherd and to follow him. It is our delight to worship the one is worthy, because of his blood shed on the cross. It is our resolve to turn away from sin, to cling to Christ Jesus, and to follow in his footsteps through pain, suffering and death, that we might be with him eternally in heaven. For the children of God, wherever Jesus goes, we follow—not by force, but compelled by his love. The love of God has turned us from ourselves to him. God keep us in this saving faith until he returns to take us home!
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“The end”
Ever have one of those days that seemed to go on and on and on? Perhaps you were carrying out some necessary yet repetitive task; or maybe you were waiting for a phone call or news, and it was delayed. Or perhaps you were sick and lying in bed, waiting to get better. Such days are common to mankind; they are part of living in a world trapped in time.

But every day does finally end; every season has a limit. And all days collectively have an end, when there will be no more days or seasons. Ezekiel speaks of this in Ezekiel 7:

The word of the LORD came to me: "Son of man, this is what the Sovereign LORD says to the land of Israel: The end! The end has come upon the four corners of the land. The end is now upon you and I will unleash my anger against you. I will judge you according to your conduct and repay you for all your detestable practices. I will not look on you with pity or spare you; I will surely repay you for your conduct and the detestable practices among you. Then you will know that I am the LORD. 

"This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Disaster! An unheard-of disaster is coming. The end has come! The end has come! It has roused itself against you. It has come! Doom has come upon you—you who dwell in the land. The time has come, the day is near; there is panic, not joy, upon the mountains. I am about to pour out my wrath on you and spend my anger against you; I will judge you according to your conduct and repay you for all your detestable practices. I will not look on you with pity or spare you; I will repay you in accordance with your conduct and the detestable practices among you. Then you will know that it is I the LORD who strikes the blow. 

“The end” described by Ezekiel is also described in other books of the Bible as having some common characteristics:

1) The end will come everywhere, “upon the four corners of the land.” No one will be able to avoid it.
2) The end will bring judgment, for God proclaims that he “will judge you according to your conduct” and “will unleash (his) anger against you.” On that day there will be “panic, not joy.”
3) The end will be final. God “will not look on you with pity or spare you,” but “will repay you for your conduct and the detestable practices” of the people.

4) The end will proclaim that God “is the Lord.” All people will know on that day that it is indeed “the Lord who strikes the blow.”
Because we cannot see this end—because it has not yet happened—it might be easy to ignore or delay our consideration of what this end means for us. Yet such delay is deceptive, for it might encourage us to delay consideration of ourselves as well. Everything in nature testifies that creation is finite: Animals, insects, plants, and even rocks have an end; men, organizations, civilizations, and eras come to their last day. And so will we. One day we will stand before the Lord, and he will judge us according to our conduct. On that day we will need to answer for ourselves, and for all that we have done.

What will our answer be? If we look to ourselves, on that day of truth we will have to admit that we have not been the kind of people God desires. We will be forced to say that our conduct has not been spotless, and that we deserve God’s righteous punishment. By ourselves, we well ought to dread that last day, when we will face God and admit all that we have done wrong. By ourselves, we would cover our faces in shame at the end.
Because we cannot stand on that day, God provided for us a Savior, Jesus Christ. This “son of man” was born and lived as we do, was tempted as we are, and grew up like us. By outward appearance he seemed unremarkable. But his inward life was one of complete commitment to the Law of God; he was holy and spotless in his dealings with God and man. His conduct earned him the praise of God on earth, and eternal joy with his Father in heaven.

But rather than accept this joy and leave us to our own fate on that day, Jesus chose to suffer an eternity of hell he did not deserve on the cross of punishment. He chose to “be sin for us” that we might be “the righteousness of God.” He did this be taking on himself the suffering and pangs of God’s damnation; by enduring the tortures of a hell in his soul. When he had finished his redemptive act, he proclaimed that “it is finished.” By his suffering he accomplished his Father’s plan of providing a Defender and Witness for mankind on that last day of judgment.

When a child of God is baptized, that child receives faith in this same Jesus. On that day Jesus’ perfect life is credited to that child, and his sins are washed away. On that day, he gains a complete assurance that he can stand at the end justified before God, knowing that his sinful conduct was covered over by the blood of the Son. This is the essence of faith—knowing that Jesus has paid for sin, and trusting that at the end this payment will cover over all that I have done wrong.
The Holy Spirit encourages us in our faith through his means of grace—through the preaching and teaching of the Word. He reminds us of sin, and covers over that sin in Jesus Christ. He does this to prepare us for the end, so that on the last and glorious day we may confidently stand in the presence of God and proclaim that we are saved by the blood of the Lamb. By his grace, we can proclaim that truth today; we can wait eagerly for the coming redemption as a day of joy and celebration. By his grace, today we are ready for the end.
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“He set fire to the temple of the Lord”
History tells us that about 600 B.C. the army of the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar came to besiege Jerusalem, and to take its people captive. The result of this attack is found in Jeremiah 52:
On the tenth day of the fifth month, in the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, Nebuzaradan commander of the imperial guard, who served the king of Babylon, came to Jerusalem. He set fire to the temple of the LORD, the royal palace and all the houses of Jerusalem. Every important building he burned down. The whole Babylonian army under the commander of the imperial guard broke down all the walls around Jerusalem. Nebuzaradan the commander of the guard carried into exile some of the poorest people and those who remained in the city, along with the rest of the craftsmen and those who had gone over to the king of Babylon. But Nebuzaradan left behind the rest of the poorest people of the land to work the vineyards and fields. 

In one sense, the ruin of Jerusalem was no surprise at all, for almost the entirety of the first 51 books of Jeremiah prophesied the destruction of the city and temple, and the captivity of its people. If the people were listening to God, they would have understood the inevitability of what was going to happen. “To your dying day this sin will not be atoned for,” God said as he predicted the destruction of Jerusalem. They must have known what was coming.

And yet, when one considers the fate of others who had tried the same thing, perhaps it was a bit of a surprise. After all, the Assyrians had invaded, and 185,000 soldiers died in one night. Israel had also been attacked and subdued by other nations, but each time the people cried out to the Lord, and he rescued them. Even now, there must have been some who thought that the Lord would come and rescue them from their own mistakes and from their enemies. For who could imagine that God would completely destroy the temple to his name, and allow foreigners to enter the Most Holy Place and take the Ark of the Covenant? Who would think that God would abandon his temple and let it be ruined?
Perhaps you have had this same reaction upon seeing a sin finally “come home to roost.” Perhaps you suspected you would suffer over sin but didn’t think it would be “that bad.” Perhaps you got a bit lazy, and some particular sin became a bit too regular, and finally you were caught by your own conscience or another person. If you have had this experience, you might understand how shocked the Jews must have been as they watched God turn his back on them. Then you truly understood how awful sin really is. 

If so, you have company, for every Christian struggles daily against sin, and part of that struggle is a temptation to underestimate it, or to assume it’s really “not that bad.” Only when we see the consequences—when we fully understand just how awful the result is—can we truly appreciate just how terrible Adam’s fall into sin was, and how much our ongoing sin must anger a holy and righteous God. For these sins, he has every right and obligation to condemn us to hell—to mercilessly carry out his eternal punishment of death on those who break his law. He should destroy us for what we have done wrong.

But he did not choose to do that. Rather, he chose, in his wisdom, to carry out his punishment on his only-begotten Son. He chose to destroy the perfect temple of his Son’s body on the cross of Calvary, when he suffered hell for the sins of all mankind. The Father did not spare his Son any of his wrath; he let him suffer the fires of hell during the three hours on the cross, killing the One he loved and with whom he was “well pleased.” His Son had done nothing to deserve this punishment; but like the temple, he suffered destruction for the sins of others. The One who brought the Father glory, the visible representation of God’s love, was completely forsaken in hell for you and for me.

For the disciples of Jesus, that same awe and disbelief colored their impressions of the cross and the death of Jesus. They simply could not believe that sin was so bad, and that God was so angry at sin that Jesus had to die. But it was God’s will to put him to death, for by his death he won life and freedom for all mankind. Only after Jesus rose from the dead did this understanding come to them. Only then could they see that the destruction of Jesus’ physical body brought spiritual life and peace to mankind, as part of God’s plan. Jesus testified to this truth in John 2:

When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple courts he found men selling cattle, sheep and doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging money. So he made a whip out of cords, and drove all from the temple area, both sheep and cattle; he scattered the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables. To those who sold doves he said, "Get these out of here! How dare you turn my Father's house into a market!" 

His disciples remembered that it is written: "Zeal for your house will consume me." 

Then the Jews demanded of him, "What miraculous sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?" 

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. 

Jesus kept his promise to “raise up this temple,” his body, in three days. For the Jews, this was rubbish. But for those who believed in him, these words were the basis of their relationship with God. For in those words they found the comfort of knowing that their sins were forgiven, and that Jesus was the one who won that forgiveness for them.

For God’s children today, the shocking spectacle of the death of Jesus and the glorious news of his resurrection give the same hope—these messages are the foundation and source of our faith. For in the death of Jesus Christ we hear about one who came to reconcile God and man, and who accomplished that feat by fulfilling his Father’s plan. When sin shows itself, and we feel its awful power, may we flee for refuge to the resurrected and ruling person of Jesus Christ, and in Him find our comfort and our hope!
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“In days to come you will understand this.”
Does a child in pain really understand pain? I don’t think I did, as a child. For example, when I was a boy, I stepped on a woodpile with a hornet’s nest in it, and was stung many times on my legs. It hurt. I cried. But did I understand anything else at the time? Probably not. I was just dealing with the pain. Later I would stop and ponder the concept of ground-dwelling hornets, and consider how that impacted my wanderings.
God understands our reactions to pain—after all, he gave them to us when he made us. And he understands why pain is sometimes necessary, and how much is enough. He shows all this understanding, and more, as he proclaims pain and suffering to his nation Israel, in Jeremiah 30:

"This is what the LORD says: 
       " 'Your wound is incurable, 
       your injury beyond healing. 

There is no one to plead your cause, 
       no remedy for your sore, 
       no healing for you. 

All your allies have forgotten you; 
       they care nothing for you. 
       I have struck you as an enemy would 
       and punished you as would the cruel, 
       because your guilt is so great 
       and your sins so many. 

Why do you cry out over your wound, 
       your pain that has no cure? 
       Because of your great guilt and many sins 
       I have done these things to you.' "

For the many sins of Israel, for their “incurable wound,” God had prepared some pain. They were going to be taken away by Nebuchadnezzar; they were going to lose their temple, their lands, their society, and their freedom. But God was not the guilty one here, for they would suffer because their “guilt is so great” and their “sins so many.” The people of Israel would suffer pain because they were evil.

Investigate any pain today, and at the root you find sin. Hornet’s stings are evidence of the conflict between living things, but that same conflict plays out in board rooms, street corners, battlefields, and in nurseries. Mankind is essentially evil, and so mankind suffers pain. I commit evil, and I suffer pain as a result. Others commit evil, and I might suffer as well with them. Since sin is everywhere, pain is everywhere. But all of it still hurts. So does it do me any good to sit and philosophize as pain racks me? Probably not.
For that reason, then, for the problem of sin and pain, God prepared a better solution. Jeremiah 30 tells us:

" 'But I will restore you to health 
       and heal your wounds,' 
       declares the LORD, 
       'because you are called an outcast, 
       Zion for whom no one cares.' 

Their leader will be one of their own; 
       their ruler will arise from among them. 
       I will bring him near and he will come close to me, 
       for who is he who will devote himself 
       to be close to me?' 
       declares the LORD. 

" 'So you will be my people, 
       and I will be your God.' " 

See, the storm of the LORD 
       will burst out in wrath, 
       a driving wind swirling down 
       on the heads of the wicked. 

The fierce anger of the LORD will not turn back 
       until he fully accomplishes 
       the purposes of his heart. 
       In days to come 
       you will understand this. ' "

For the problem of sin and pain, God prepared an eternal solution—a “restoration of health” found in a person, a “leader.” This leader would rise from among the Jews to accomplish the purposes of God’s heart. He would be “close to God,” and would “devote himself” to the act of bringing God and man together. He would make this sinful people God’s people, and he would make the righteous God our God. This person was to be the Christ.

As the leader of God’s plan, he was born of a Jewish woman and lived a holy life among them. He was “tempted in every way” yet was without sin. As God, he devoted himself to his Father’s commands, and taught and lived perfectly. And then, to reconcile God and man, he went to the cross and endured God’s “fierce anger.” On the cross of Calvary Jesus he did “fully accomplish” his Father’s will of dying for sinful man. On that cross he bore the eternal pain of separation from God, in our place, for our sins.

At the time, no one understood this. His disciples hid in fear, and the Pharisees gloated over their victory. But when Jesus sprang from the tomb on Easter morning, glorious and pain-free, he proclaimed that his task of dying for mankind had been accepted, and that now the problem of sin was solved. On Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came to the disciples and taught them to better understand this full salvation won by Jesus’ death and resurrection. Then they knew sin, and pain, and death, and forgiveness, and joy, and heaven.
This same Spirit still teaches to know Jesus, to view him in his pain and agony, and to understand that “by his wounds we are healed.” (Isaiah 53) This same Spirit teaches to understand that pain in the life of a Christian now serves to bring us closer to God, to show us our ongoing need for a the Christ’s healing. The Spirit encourages us to see in pain a reason to repent of evil, to look to Christ for healing, and to trust that he will provide it.

So pain still annoys us. We still live in a sinful world, and we still suffer from it. We still hurt, and cry, and wonder why. But pain, and sin, have no power over us; they cannot take back from Jesus what Jesus has won from them. Soon, very soon, we will pass through the portal of death and no longer have to worry about pain. Soon, very soon, we will be set free from sin to be with God in joy and peace forever. On that day, we will proclaim that the victory is ours through the work of the Holy Spirit, and because of the pain of Jesus.
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“I cry out”
Perhaps you have had bad news to tell someone. Perhaps that news was so bad that you were afraid to tell it to them. What would you do?

One option might be to not say anything. Another might be to just say it and get it over. A third might be to change it and color it so it doesn’t seem so bad, at least not at first. That way you don’t have to be the bearer of bad news.

But what if that news is from God? What then? This very issue is the one we hear Jeremiah struggle with in Jeremiah 20:

O LORD, you deceived me, and I was deceived; 
       you overpowered me and prevailed. 
       I am ridiculed all day long; 
       everyone mocks me. 

Whenever I speak, I cry out 
       proclaiming violence and destruction. 
       So the word of the LORD has brought me 
       insult and reproach all day long. 

But if I say, "I will not mention him 
       or speak any more in his name," 
       his word is in my heart like a fire, 
       a fire shut up in my bones. 
       I am weary of holding it in; 
       indeed, I cannot. 

I hear many whispering, 
       "Terror on every side! 
       Report him! Let's report him!" 
       All my friends 
       are waiting for me to slip, saying, 
       "Perhaps he will be deceived; 
       then we will prevail over him 
       and take our revenge on him." 
Jeremiah had been given a message from God to speak, a message of woe and judgment. For the people of Israel had turned from their God and “prostituted themselves” to other gods. Because of their sin and their hardness of heart, Jeremiah’s message had become one of “violence and destruction.” Such a message did not sit well with others; even Jeremiah’s friends were “waiting for him to slip” and hoping to “prevail over him.” But he also said that when he tried to not mention God, the word was like “a fire shut up in his bones.” He could not help but say what God would have him say, regardless of the suffering it would cause him. Such was the consequence of being God’s messenger of bad news. 

Such is still the fate of those messengers of God who proclaim boldly the message of God’s righteous wrath and judgment for sin. Pastors who preach the Law clearly from their pulpit are not popular; this is not the way “to gain friends and influence people.” Rather, they come under attack; they are reviled, at times by their friends; they are ridiculed for their simple-mindedness. But it is not the messenger who is the enemy of such sinners. Their enemy is God, for they have despised his Word and fall under his wrath.
So what is the help for those who suffer under such persecution? Jeremiah 20 tells us:

But the LORD is with me like a mighty warrior; 
       so my persecutors will stumble and not prevail. 
       They will fail and be thoroughly disgraced; 
       their dishonor will never be forgotten. 

O LORD Almighty, you who examine the righteous 
       and probe the heart and mind, 
       let me see your vengeance upon them, 
       for to you I have committed my cause. 

Sing to the LORD! 
       Give praise to the LORD! 
       He rescues the life of the needy 
       from the hands of the wicked. 

In his time of ridicule and mockery, Jeremiah looked to the Lord for strength and comfort. He was with Jeremiah “like a mighty warrior.” He would rescue “the life of the needy from the hands of the wicked.” Jeremiah looked ahead and saw that he had been redeemed by the work of God in the promise of a Savior. This Savior would come and be a mighty warrior against sin by dying on the cross in place of sinners. The Christ would deal with sin once for all time, by being the complete sacrifice for sin. He was ridiculed and mocked, but his purpose stayed firm, and his path never failed. When he died he accomplished the task of “rescuing the lives of the needy” from their eternal enemies.
Jeremiah was rescued by Jesus, and it caused him to sing with joy. Those who rejected Jeremiah’s message were rescued by Jesus, but they felt no need for a Savior, and thus had no joy. You were rescued by Jesus, and so was I. All mankind was offered this forgiveness by his righteous death.

But not all mankind has faith in this righteousness of God, for those who reject God’s Word reject the truth that would set them free, and the faith that would bring this righteousness to them through God’s Word. This is why Jeremiah had to preach God’s law—to convict mankind, that they might see their need for a Savior, and turn and be healed. This is why the Law is still preached today, so that we might see and acknowledge our sins, and have that Law “probe the heart and mind.” 

In Jeremiah’s day there were many who despised God’s grace, and were destined for eternal “disgrace” and “dishonor.” They would not hear the Law, and hated God and Jeremiah. In our day there are also many who despise God’s grace, and will spend eternity in torment. But by the grace of God we are not such people. By his grace we are among those who hear the Word, believe it, and rejoice in the salvation offered through his Son. Through that same grace, we are among those who long to hear his Word, Law and Gospel, and who trust that in this Word we have life and peace and rescue. And by that grace we are among those who are bold to proclaim that Word, regardless of the cost or reaction. Like Jeremiah, we too must “cry out” the truth of God’s Word, found in the person of Jesus Christ!
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“lifted up”
A man is picked up, and carried on the shoulders of others. There is yelling and great commotion. The man is carried away, and the crowd follows him. Quiz time—is he in trouble, or is he being exalted?

Such a scene might present itself two ways—either the man is being carried off for punishment, as when a mob lynches a man; or he is being carried off in joy, as when a football team lifts their coach at the end of a championship season. But could it ever be both?

It could if the person is Jesus. Isaiah 52 speaks of the coming Savior’s wisdom:

See, my servant will act wisely; 
       he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted. 

Just as there were many who were appalled at him—
       his appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man 
       and his form marred beyond human likeness— 

so will he sprinkle many nations, 
       and kings will shut their mouths because of him. 
       For what they were not told, they will see, 
       and what they have not heard, they will understand.

Through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Isaiah looked forward to a time when God’s “servant” would “be raised and lifted up”—to a time when he would be taken to a place where he would be “highly exalted.” At this place would be “many who were appalled at him,” for “his appearance was so disfigured” that he was “beyond human likeness.” This scene of great joy also would bring great suffering.

The seemingly contradictory prophecy of Isaiah was carried out when Jesus Christ was crucified—when he wore a crown of thorns and was nailed to a cross under the title “King of the Jews.” At that moment, the anguish of his soul reach unimaginable proportions, as he suffered an eternity in hell for all sin mankind had ever committed. When he was “lifted up,” Jesus acted wisely in taking our sins upon himself. And when he died, his blood was shed to “sprinkle many nations” with his atoning act of righteousness, to pay for the sins of the world.

Among those who stared at this terrible and wonderful sight were learned men of the Scriptures, Pharisees, whose cunning and craftiness put Christ on the cross. They had been told of the Savior’s coming for centuries, but they did not see the Christ as he carried out the central act of history. Rather, they saw just a pathetic and grotesque would-be Messiah dying in shame and defeat. 

The one who saw clearly was the thief on the cross. He understood who Jesus was and what he had come to do, for he asked Jesus, “Remember me when you enter your kingdom.” To this ignorant and sinful man came true understanding and life, as Christ told him “Today you will be with me in paradise.”

We also were not at that cross, nor did we see the spectacle of a bleeding and weak man die. But through the preaching of the Gospel message, we can see in this man the glory and grace of God, and the fulfillment of his promise to save us from hell. Through the work of the Holy Spirit, we can understand that Jesus was “lifted up” for us, and that through his death he draws us to him. And by God’s grace we can rejoice that that terrible death brought us peace and eternal life in paradise with Christ.

For Christ was indeed exalted when he was “lifted up.” He was wise when he was “so disfigured” in our place. He was indeed beautiful when he was “marred beyond human likeness.” For that lifting up, that disfigurement, that marring, was for us—and for our salvation. Praise God that he loves us so, to be our tortured and risen Savior!
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“a great lion”
Stories are told about the days when people in this neck of the woods didn’t need to worry about getting their cars started on a snowy day. They all had horses, and if it snowed, they would simply hook the horse up to a sleigh and off they went! No need to shovel or plow, either, ‘cause the horses don’t care. You could rely on them.

Of course, the horses could run into trouble. They could get sick and die, or get hurt and have to be killed. They could tire and grow old, and they could grow weak. Or perhaps one was simply not rich enough to afford a horse. Then they weren’t much good.

For people who find that the horse in not enough, God presents an alternative:  a Great Lion. This Lion is spoken of in Isaiah 31:

Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help, 
       who rely on horses, 
       who trust in the multitude of their chariots 
       and in the great strength of their horsemen, 
       but do not look to the Holy One of Israel, 
       or seek help from the LORD. 

Yet he too is wise and can bring disaster; 
       he does not take back his words. 
       He will rise up against the house of the wicked, 
       against those who help evildoers. 

But the Egyptians are men and not God; 
       their horses are flesh and not spirit. 
       When the LORD stretches out his hand, 
       he who helps will stumble, 
       he who is helped will fall; 
       both will perish together. 

This is what the LORD says to me: 
       "As a lion growls, 
       a great lion over his prey— 
       and though a whole band of shepherds 
       is called together against him, 
       he is not frightened by their shouts 
       or disturbed by their clamor— 
       so the LORD Almighty will come down 
       to do battle on Mount Zion and on its heights. 

Like birds hovering overhead, 
       the LORD Almighty will shield Jerusalem; 
       he will shield it and deliver it, 
       he will 'pass over' it and will rescue it." 

The nation of Israel was fooling itself when it depended upon the horses and chariots of Egypt to save it, rather than upon God. For the “horses are flesh,” and are prone to “stumble” and “fall.” When this happens, both the one being helped and the one helping would “perish together.” They cannot save themselves, much less someone else, for they are only mortal, and soon must die.

But the Lord is “a great lion” who is not frightened or disturbed by men—he is “wise” and “does not take back his words.”  What God says happens, for he is spirit and the “Holy One of Israel.” He has power to save.

This lion of the Tribe of Judah came down to do battle on this earth in the person of Jesus Christ—he came to live victoriously by never once sinning. Even though he was surrounded by sinful men, he was not frightened by them, for he was the Almighty Lord and the Holy One of Israel. He came to be the leader of his people, to shepherd them with grace and truth.
Jesus won the battle over sin, death and the devil when he willingly gave up his life on the cross of Calvary, to die for all mankind. As the “Lamb of God,” he shielded us from our sins when he deflected them onto himself. It was his blood that caused God’s wrath to “pass over” us; it was his willingness to be punished in our place that rescued us from ourselves. Even as Jesus was forsaken by his Father, and damned to hell, he was carrying out his Father’s plan to free us from our sin.

Horses (or cars or any human instrument or tool) may be useful for this earth; human effort may seem to be an aid. But there is only one Lion; there is only one Savior. Only he can save us in our day of trouble; only he can forgive us our sins and take us to be with him forever. May we, when we face trial, seek help from the Lord, and trust that he will shield us now and forever!
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“For tomorrow we die!”
For some, the prospect of imminent death can bring resignation. They might see the end of life approaching, and instead of choosing to “rage against the night,” they accept death and conclude that they should simply live this life to the fullest. They seem to have a calm detachment that might excite wonder and even a bit of admiration. But what does God say about an attitude?

The Bible tells us clearly, as portrayed in Isaiah 22, when the Assyrians invaded the nation of Israel, and the people of Jerusalem stared death in the face:
The Lord, the LORD Almighty, has a day 
       of tumult and trampling and terror 
       in the Valley of Vision, 
       a day of battering down walls 
       and of crying out to the mountains. 

The Lord, the LORD Almighty, 
       called you on that day 
       to weep and to wail, 
       to tear out your hair and put on sackcloth. 

But see, there is joy and revelry, 
       slaughtering of cattle and killing of sheep, 
       eating of meat and drinking of wine! 
       "Let us eat and drink," you say, 
       "for tomorrow we die!" 
The nation of Israel had seen the “day of tumult” approaching. They knew that their defenses were not enough to fight against their enemies, and that their walls could not stop the enemy. God had sent this day to cause his people to “weep and wail,” and to “tear out their hair and put on sackcloth.” But rather than the sound of mourning over sin, there was “joy and revelry.” The people had resigned themselves to death—they said “Let us eat and drink…for tomorrow we die!”

Despair is a human emotion, and people can come to the point where they just don’t care any more. But this human emotion came after years of despising and turning their backs upon God. Now the people had become so hardened towards God that even in their blackest days, they could not bring themselves to turn to the Lord and look to him for help and healing. They preferred to die in resigned despair rather than to live at peace with God.
Because the people has so distanced themselves—so fallen into unbelief and hardness—God chose to give them a leader who would turn them back to the Lord. This man’s name was Eliakim:

"In that day I will summon my servant, Eliakim son of Hilkiah. I will clothe him with your robe and fasten your sash around him and hand your authority over to him. He will be a father to those who live in Jerusalem and to the house of Judah. I will place on his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. I will drive him like a peg into a firm place; he will be a seat of honor for the house of his father. All the glory of his family will hang on him: its offspring and offshoots—all its lesser vessels, from the bowls to all the jars. 

"In that day," declares the LORD Almighty, "the peg driven into the firm place will give way; it will be sheared off and will fall, and the load hanging on it will be cut down." The LORD has spoken.

As in many cases, the “rescue” provided through Eliakim was simply a picture of a greater, promised rescue—the salvation provided by the Savior of the world. Like Eliakim, Jesus was summoned to be “a father to those who live in Jerusalem.” Like Eliakim, he would receive “the key to the house of David.” Like Eliakim, Jesus would be “like a peg” in a “firm place”—and “all the glory of the his family will hang on him.” Just as Eliakim would lead the people in their despair to look to God; so this Christ would point the people to their Father and give him all glory.

But the Christ also came to do something Eliakim could never do—to be “sheared off” and to fall into eternal death on the cross. Only Jesus could pay for the sins of the world, by taking the load of sins on himself and enduring eternity in hell for them. Only Jesus could be the One who fulfilled his Father’s eternal plan to save the people from their despair, their hardness of heart, and their spiritual enemies. In that day on Calvary Jesus answered the question of “how do we come to God?” He answered it by satisfying God’s righteous wrath in our place, and bringing the love of God to us, without our effort.
This Christ came to free us from fear of death, and from the punishment for sin that comes after death. He tells us the message of his death and resurrection through his modern “Eliakim’s”—his messengers of his Word, who teach us to know Jesus and to believe and trust in him. He gives that message of life to infants when he puts his name on them in baptism. He reinforces that message of forgiveness when he gives us his body and blood in the Sacrament of Holy Communion. All this is to assure us that we need not face death alone; that we have one who has defeated death and has come to give us that victory through faith in Him.
Indeed, it may well be true that “tomorrow we die.” But in Christ, we can die with confidence and hope. We can die well in Jesus, knowing that he died first for us, and because he died, we will live for him today and eternally with him in heaven.
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“To the law and to the testimony!”
It is a teensy bit hard to take the news about global warming too seriously today. In case you had not heard, a group of 113 scientists released a report stating that “they have little doubt global warming is caused by man, and predicting that hotter temperatures and rises in sea level will ‘continue for centuries’ no matter how much humans control their pollution.” Governments were urged to curb pollution, and prepare for the worst in the future. (more at http://news.yahoo.com/...) At the same time, you couldn’t prove global warming by me today. Right now the current temperature in Aberdeen is -1° F, and tomorrow the high temperature is expected to be -6° F! A little global warming would be a welcome change of pace right now in South Dakota.
Regardless of how you view this news about global warming, we would all concur that it can be difficult to judge the truth by current circumstances. Too much is hidden or unknown. Not every disease shows symptoms. Not every disability is visible at all times. Therefore we need to listen to others and gauge their knowledge and insight, and perhaps taking warning before it is too late. Just such a warning is revealed to us in Isaiah 8:

When men tell you to consult mediums and spiritists, who whisper and mutter, should not a people inquire of their God? Why consult the dead on behalf of the living? To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, they have no light of dawn. Distressed and hungry, they will roam through the land; when they are famished, they will become enraged and, looking upward, will curse their king and their God. Then they will look toward the earth and see only distress and darkness and fearful gloom, and they will be thrust into utter darkness.

Through the mouthpiece of the prophet Isaish, God tells us of a current problem—a disease that infects his people. That disease is a rejection of God’s Word, and an unwillingness to listen to God’s commands. This difficulty leads to a type of blindness where the afflicted “have no light of dawn.” They can do nothing to cure themselves, but to “curse their king and their God.” When they look down, they “see only distress and darkness and fearful gloom, and they will be thrust into utter darkness.” Such a terrible future awaits those who choose not to listen to God.
I might not see the danger right now. Life may look pretty good. But we can trust that God is here speaking the truth, for God does not lie nor change his mind. What he calls a danger is a danger. What he calls sin is sin. As the creator of the world, we confess that God knows the future and us perfectly. He is the ultimate authority on us.

But God also provides the cure for this disease, told in Isaiah 9:

The people walking in darkness 
       have seen a great light; 
       on those living in the land of the shadow of death 
       a light has dawned. 

For to us a child is born, 
       to us a son is given, 
       and the government will be on his shoulders. 
       And he will be called 
       Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
       Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

Of the increase of his government and peace 
       there will be no end. 
       He will reign on David's throne 
       and over his kingdom, 
       establishing and upholding it 
       with justice and righteousness 
       from that time on and forever. 
       The zeal of the LORD Almighty 
       will accomplish this.

Because mankind’s sins had led them away from God, God chose in his mercy to intervene in human history—to change the very nature of creation. He did this when the Creator God became a created being in the person of Jesus Christ. This child was born to be “a light” for those “walking in darkness.” He came to “reign on David’s throne” with “justice and righteousness.” He came to be the “Prince of Peace” and to bring us peace.

Christ’s zeal for his Father’s plan led him to offer himself as a sacrifice for sin, once for all, to remove the curse of sin and to place it on himself. His Father’s demand for justice was fulfilled when he died, and the righteousness of Christ was revealed and offered to mankind when he rose again. Christ, by himself, is the light of the world. Christ, alone, is the cure for mankind’s problem of sin.
Again, it may not appear to the world that having faith is any big deal, or that it changes me at all. I may not understand just how the water placed on a baby in baptism rescues that child from “utter darkness.” I may not see how hearing or reading the Word of God keeps me from cursing God. I may only see the physical life, and conclude that this thing called faith is merely a human invention.

But then I hear the promises of God, that “whoever believes and is baptized will be saved.” Then I see Jesus calling himself “the way, the truth and the light” and promising that “you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Then I understand through faith that this same Jesus is the “Mighty God” who has power to condemn or free, and if he calls me “his child and heir” then I am that indeed. For the God who created day and light has power to forgive my sin, and to keep me safe until the day of eternal light and truth. He has power to “reign on David’s throne” both now and “forever.” 

For this reason, then, for the majesty of the King, and for the growth in knowledge and grace, the child of God does wish to “inquire of God.” To keep his eyes on the eternal, he goes “to the law and to the testimony.” There he hears of a God who forgives sin and saves from eternal “global warming,” and there he sees himself declared a beloved child of God for the sake of Jesus. There he finds the truth of disease, and the only Cure.
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“the mountain of the Lord”
The view is breath-taking from here.
No, I am not talking about the city I live in—South Dakota is really very flat, and our city has no appreciable elevation to it. And I am not speaking of my office window, for it looks out over a construction site. I am not in a plane, or a tower. The view I am speaking of is from the mountain of the Lord, spoken of in Isaiah 2:

In the last days 
       the mountain of the LORD's temple will be established 
       as chief among the mountains; 
       it will be raised above the hills, 
       and all nations will stream to it. 

Many peoples will come and say, 
       "Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, 
       to the house of the God of Jacob. 
       He will teach us his ways, 
       so that we may walk in his paths." 
       The law will go out from Zion, 
       the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 

He will judge between the nations 
       and will settle disputes for many peoples. 
       They will beat their swords into plowshares 
       and their spears into pruning hooks. 
       Nation will not take up sword against nation, 
       nor will they train for war anymore. 

Come, O house of Jacob, 
       let us walk in the light of the LORD.
Into the terrible times of Isaiah’s life—a time of drifting from faith and the destruction of Jerusalem—the Lord speaks of “the mountain of the Lord.” This mountain was to be “chief among the mountains” and “raised above the hills.” This mountain would be a gathering place for the nations, and a source of the “word of the Lord.” On this mountain would be right judgment, and peace between nations.

This mountain was the same one spoken of in Daniel 2, which grew from a rock “cut not by human hands,” but by the work of God. This mountain would grow to fill the whole earth. That kingdom would “never be destroyed,” but would “endure forever.” This mountain is the kingdom of God.

That kingdom was built on the life and death of Jesus Christ. He came from the royal line of David, as the “Prince of Peace,” to serve as God’s anointed one. He came to serve before God without sin or error, and to “draw all men” to himself. While he lived, he fearlessly proclaimed the truth, and judged rightly. When it came time for him to die, he went willingly into battle against the devil and defeated him on the cross. His victory over the devil came after four hours of suffering hell for sinful mankind, and upon his death and resurrection he was given a kingdom “that can never spoil, perish or fade.” He is the rock; he is the mountain of the Lord.
Through his Word, in baptism, he has brought me into this kingdom. There I find forgiveness of sin, eternal life, and knowledge of the truth. There I learn “his ways.” There I receive strength to “walk in his paths.” There I find the answer to life’s questions, in Jesus Christ.

But I am not alone in this kingdom, on this mountain. For Christ has called out to the world with his message of peace; he has sent his Word out to “all nations.” For when he died, it was for all mankind, that all might be saved. When he rose, it was to prove his power over death for all people, and to bring “light and immortality to light.” Together, the church lives in the joy of forgiveness and in the peace of God; together, we “walk in the light of the Lord.”

The mystery of this mountain is that is open to access, free of charge, to all who believe in Jesus as their Savior. There is no admission fee or entrance exam, “for all who call on the name of the Lord their God will be saved.” Faith is the sole criteria for acceptance into the body of Christ; faith which comes from God through the work of the Holy Spirit. That faith is offered freely and without cost, to all mankind, through the Gospel message. That faith allows his children to see themselves as God sees them—as forgiven children of God—and to view the world through the eyes of a Savior who loves “with an everlasting love.” So, you see, the view really is breath-taking from “the mountain of the Lord.”
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