“what is bitter tastes sweet”

Have you been hungry lately? Me neither. I haven’t been really hungry since the time I went backpacking, and lost all my food. Then, I had to hike three days without anything to eat, and after a while even the chipmunks started to look tempting. When I finally bought some food, I ate it ravenously, and without discernment, and with great thanks. The food was not cordon bleu cooking, but nothing ever tasted so good.

Perhaps Solomon was thinking of physical food when he wrote in Proverbs 27:

Better is open rebuke 

       than hidden love. 

Wounds from a friend can be trusted, 

       but an enemy multiplies kisses. 

He who is full loathes honey, 

       but to the hungry even what is bitter tastes sweet. 

More likely, however, is that Solomon was thinking of the way God deals with man, in regards to sin and forgiveness. For Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived, understood that “man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” A person could eat sumptuously on earth and find experience eternal hunger after death. So how does one view “open rebuke,” “wounds from a friend,” and “hunger” spiritually?

Only in the law do we receive rebuke—knowledge of both sin and sinfulness. Only through the stern preachings of the Commandments are we wounded in our sinful self-confidence. Only in the message of hell for sin do we see our failures. The law of God—the vivid demonstration of our inability to save ourselves—provides us with the truth of God’s holiness and our failure to live up to that standard.

But God only rebukes to comfort; he only wounds to heal. He gives us hunger for his holiness both to make us “conscious of sin” and to satisfy us with the “bread of life”—even Jesus Christ. For in Christ we find the complete answer for our spiritual needs. In his death we find fulfillment of God’s promise to “crush the serpent’s head.” In his resurrection we find comfort that “God is with us.” The message of Jesus Christ, true God and true man, born and crucified for us, is the sweetest taste for any hungry soul.

That Gospel message comes through the Word of God—the “power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” The Word teaches us the law, and that message is bitter but good. The Word teaches us the Gospel, that we might be satisfied that God is good and loves us “with an everlasting love.” As we learn the Word, we “taste and see” that God cares for us. We learn to know God as he truly is—a good of infinite grace and mercy. May that understanding bring us comfort and peace as we feast on him!
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“Let everything…”

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

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

Psalm 150

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

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

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

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

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

    6 Let everything that has breath praise the LORD. 
       Praise the LORD.
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“Save me!”

The other day we dropped off our son at the local pool for a birthday party. He was going to be with some of his friends, and although he knows how to swim somewhat, he could still get into trouble. We were wondering if we should stay and watch him, but the mom in charge told us that the pool was fully staffed with lifeguards. We felt secure then, for lifeguards have both the ability and the task to save people who get into trouble in the water. We trusted that they would rescue our son if he needed help.

This same picture of power and willingness to help is found in Psalm 116:

I love the LORD, for he heard my voice; 
       he heard my cry for mercy. 

Because he turned his ear to me, 
       I will call on him as long as I live. 

The cords of death entangled me, 
       the anguish of the grave came upon me; 
       I was overcome by trouble and sorrow. 

Then I called on the name of the LORD: 
       "O LORD, save me!" 

The LORD is gracious and righteous; 
       our God is full of compassion. 

The LORD protects the simple-hearted; 
       when I was in great need, he saved me. 

Be at rest once more, O my soul, 
       for the LORD has been good to you. 

For you, O LORD, have delivered my soul from death, 
       my eyes from tears, 
       my feet from stumbling, 

that I may walk before the LORD 
       in the land of the living. 

The psalmist testifies that he had gotten himself into trouble; he tells us that “the cords of death entangled” him. Such was his anguish that he was “overcome by trouble and sorrow.” As sinful men do, he had come to a place where he could not longer save himself. And so, in his fear and despair, he “called on the name of the Lord.” Not being able to save himself, he asked God to do the impossible—he asked God to deliver him from his “great need.” And God, who is “gracious and righteous” and “full of compassion,” did just that—he saved his “soul from death,” his “eyes from tears” and his “feet from stumbling.”

If this sounds simple, that is because it is. For it might be easy for a person to conclude that this saving is a difficult task, that it requires some great effort or piety. But if man’s efforts or piety could save him, why would he need saving? If I could stay afloat in life’s tempestuous sea by myself, why would I call for help?

Only those who see their need and believe would dare to ask God for such a free and perfect gift. Only those who understand the depth of sin, their own weakness and failing, and their flawed and mired past would appreciate the act of free and complete salvation. It is only the drowning that need saving.

Although the cost to us of this salvation is free, it is not without price. The price was the precious blood of the Savior of the world, given and shed for all mankind. This holy blood was shed when Jesus took the sins of the world upon himself—when he suffered once for all the sins of mankind, and paid the price of eternal death for each of them. His death assures us that the payment is complete; his resurrection guarantees us that the Father has accepted that sacrifice as payment in full. The death and return to life of our Savior let us know that he is both powerful and willing to save us.

Today, there are countless millions who are in “great need.” They are drowning in their sins, “without hope and without God in the world.” For them, God is waiting to send out his message of life and peace through faith in Christ Jesus. “All day long” he spreads his Word of life, inviting and calling to the lost to see their sins. “All day long” he offers salvation and life to those who cannot save themselves. Such an offer may seem simple, but it is necessary; for no one can save themselves. Only Jesus can do that. May God send out his Word to us and many others, that all may call on the name of the Lord and say, “O Lord, save me!”
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“the ends of the earth”
About 160 years ago, the first American hippie, Henry David Thoreau, wrote about the tyranny of the news in his book Walden, when he said, "Hardly a man takes a half hour's nap after dinner, but when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, 'What's the news?' as if the rest of mankind had stood his sentinels." Although Thoreau was wrong about many, many things, he did typify the American of his time and of today—transfixed with news and information. If anything, this has been accentuated by the Internet. Now we don’t even have to wait for the newspaper to come out—we can see what is happening around the world instantaneously. CNN runs 24/7 these days.

Interestingly, Psalm 98 also discusses this penchant for “getting the word out.” But here the word is the Word, and the messenger is the Lord:

Sing to the LORD a new song, 
       for he has done marvelous things; 
       his right hand and his holy arm 
       have worked salvation for him. 

The LORD has made his salvation known 
       and revealed his righteousness to the nations. 

He has remembered his love 
       and his faithfulness to the house of Israel; 
       all the ends of the earth have seen 
       the salvation of our God. 

Shout for joy to the LORD, all the earth, 
       burst into jubilant song with music; 

make music to the LORD with the harp, 
       with the harp and the sound of singing, 

with trumpets and the blast of the ram's horn— 
       shout for joy before the LORD, the King. 

Let the sea resound, and everything in it, 
       the world, and all who live in it. 

Let the rivers clap their hands, 
      Let the mountains sing together for joy; let them sing before the LORD, 
       for he comes to judge the earth. 
       He will judge the world in righteousness 
       and the peoples with equity.

The psalmist points out that the ultimate messenger, the Lord, reveals his ultimate message, “the salvation of our God.” His news is unlike so much of the news of man. The news of man has a tendency to depress us and perhaps scare us, for it is more than anything a result of and reaction to man’s hostility and hatred towards other men. Wars, famines, revolutions, and the like show man’s willingness to hurt others. Fashion news and celebrity lifestyles demonstrate man’s jealousy of others with different gifts. Economic news and science blurbs show man’s eagerness to look for solutions to life’s problems in the works and will of man. But none of these things satisfy for long. None of them make the hearer “shout for joy.” None of this news will help when the Almighty comes to “judge the earth.”
Only the news of God’s great plan of salvation, his act of sending a Savior to the world to take the place of sinful man, can help us on that day. Only the message that “his right hand and his holy arm” have “worked salvation” can lift up my eyes from my own guilt, to see “his love and his faithfulness.” For because his Son was willing to be righteous for the world, and because he died to take our sins on himself, the world’s sins have been declared paid by his blood shed on Calvary. It is because Jesus loves us, and died for us, that we have been set free from our own sins and the sins of a world headed to destruction. It is because Jesus came that sin’s power over us is destroyed.
This message of God’s love is made known to the world through the work of the Holy Spirit in the means of grace. This message causes those who hear it, and receive the gift of faith, to “shout for joy to the Lord” and to “burst into jubilant song with music.” For through the sacrifice of the Lamb, we are forgiven. By his blood, we are declared to be his children forever. When he “comes to judge the world,” he will declare his children “righteous” and forgiven for the sake of his Son.

What news this is! This news has real power to save us from hell. This news has strength to keep us safe until the day of judgment. This news has grace to give us peace in a troubled and sinful world. And this news is proclaimed by God, today and every day, for you and for me. Praise be to the God of Good News!
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“test me, O Lord…”
I was bored one day some years ago as I sat at my desk, and in my reverie I asked the Lord to “give me some excitement.” The Lord, proving the power of prayer, gave me more excitement than I wanted or cared for. I learned that day that you have to be careful what you pray for—God might just grant it to you!
So what was David was thinking as he penned Psalm 26? David prays:
Vindicate me, O LORD, 
       for I have led a blameless life; 
       I have trusted in the LORD 
       without wavering. 

Test me, O LORD, and try me, 
       examine my heart and my mind; 

for your love is ever before me, 
       and I walk continually in your truth. 

I do not sit with deceitful men, 
       nor do I consort with hypocrites; 

I abhor the assembly of evildoers 
       and refuse to sit with the wicked. 

I wash my hands in innocence, 
       and go about your altar, O LORD, 

proclaiming aloud your praise 
       and telling of all your wonderful deeds. 

At first blush, we might think of David as living in a self-delusion, for the Bible is full of examples of his sin. We might think of his adultery with Bathsheba or his taking of a census of the people of Israel. Along with these public sins were countless private sins, done out of weakness or anger or lack of knowledge. The temptation is there to assume that David, in his pride, had concluded that he does not sin and deserves God blessing for his sinlessness. But of course that approach collides with the other statements of the Bible—passages by David that remind us that “everyone has turned away” and that “there is no one who does good” (Psalm 53). David himself testifies that it cannot be David who made David “blameless” and “innocent.”

Rather, David found his justification at the altar of a loving God. There he learned the promises of God for a Savior—one from the line of David, who would come and live the blameless life David could not live. He is the one who would die for the sins of the world, and in dying, transfer to his children “the righteousness of God.” He is the one named Christ Jesus.

David looked ahead to the coming Savior, and believing in him through the work of the Holy Spirit, trusted that his redemption was his through faith. God had, for the sake of Christ Jesus, declared David to be righteous; David in faith declared himself righteous for the sake of that same Savior. He echoes that firm confidence later in Psalm 26:
I love the house where you live, O LORD, 
       the place where your glory dwells. 

Do not take away my soul along with sinners, 
       my life with bloodthirsty men, 

in whose hands are wicked schemes, 
       whose right hands are full of bribes. 

But I lead a blameless life; 
       redeem me and be merciful to me. 

My feet stand on level ground; 
       in the great assembly I will praise the LORD.

Christ is the only one who can honestly say “I lead a blameless life.” All men must admit that they do not by nature do what God requires. But David, and each Christian, can pray, “Redeem me and be merciful to me.” David, and each Christian, can hear God proclaim that “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them” (2 Cor. 5). And through faith, each Christian can say, “Because Christ’s work is powerful for me, I lead a blameless life.” Through the work of the Holy Spirit, each child of God can say, “Test me, O Lord,” confident that God will “work all things out for good to those who love him and are called according to his purpose” (Romans 8).

Such confidence is not foolhardy—it is faith. Such dependence and certainty is not tempting God, it is trusting God. And such firm reliance on God’s promises and God’s Savior will find a rich reward in this life and the next. God grant this same faith to each of us, by the Word, today and every day!
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 “not even one”
“A few good men” is the motto of the United States Marines. The motto implies that it only takes a small number of quality men to accomplish their missions. They will train you, if you enlist, to be one of those men.

“The surge” is a recent term to describe the attempt to get more soldiers over to Iraq. It describes the belief that more soldiers are needed to accomplish the mission, because the current numbers are not sufficient. President Bush seems committed to getting those soldiers, despite some opposition in Congress.

So, how many men does it take? A few? Many? Or do we know?
To some extent, I suppose it depends upon the mission. Small missions might require small numbers—big missions, more people. So, how many people would it take to save the world? One answer to this question is found in Psalm 14:

The fool says in his heart, 
       "There is no God." 
       They are corrupt, their deeds are vile; 
       there is no one who does good. 

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

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

Will evildoers never learn— 
       those who devour my people as men eat bread 
       and who do not call on the LORD? 

There they are, overwhelmed with dread, 
       for God is present in the company of the righteous. 

You evildoers frustrate the plans of the poor, 
       but the LORD is their refuge. 

Oh, that salvation for Israel would come out of Zion! 
       When the LORD restores the fortunes of his people, 
       let Jacob rejoice and Israel be glad!

According to King David, the psalmist, “there is no one who does good.” In response to this, God “looks down from heaven” to see who can accomplish his mission of perfection—who can “understand” and “seek God.” Unfortunately, in his perfect sight, “all have turned aside” and “together become worthless.” According to his holy vision, there is “no one who does good, not even one.” All the efforts of all the world combined could not accomplish the goal of being good and without sin, for mankind is “corrupt” and “vile.” 

For all people, then, some “foreign intervention” is required—an invasion by God of mankind’s sinful stronghold. This act of perfection took place when Jesus Christ became man—when he was born of Mary, lived on earth, and did not sin. When he was baptized, his Father proclaimed from heaven that “this is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well-pleased.” This spotless Son of God kept his Father’s command to be perfect, by himself; without any other human he carried out his Father’s will.

He completed that gracious will when he went to the cross to die for the sins of mankind. At the cross, he defeated the devil and sin by bearing the sins of the world upon himself. He was mocked, whipped, tried and finally crucified for us. All the punishment of God upon a world that has “turned aside” and “become worthless” was placed upon him. It took the death of the Son of God to fulfill God’s mission of salvation for mankind.
David realized that the one perfect person, the Savior, would come “out of Zion” and bring with him “salvation for Israel.” In faith, he looked forward to the day “when the Lord restores the fortunes of his people.” In faith, he believed that this One Almighty Christ would succeed where mankind could not, and that through that victory he would be set free. Therefore, he encouraged Jacob to “rejoice” and Israel to “be glad,” for they had a Savior from sin and failure.

In baptism, this same Savior sends to us his Holy Spirit, to create and keep the same saving faith as David. Like David, we by grace see the victory of our Savior-King, the only one who could set us free. Like David, we can be sure that he has accomplished the mission, for the Holy Spirit confirms it in our hearts. Like David, we can rejoice and be glad at the completeness of the triumph and the certainty of our salvation.

We need not wonder if one man’s death was enough, for that one man is also true God. That one man is our brother, Jesus, the Mighty One. That one man is our friend, who is even now in heaven preparing a place at the great banquet feast of victory. One day, very soon, he will return to proclaim his eternal success to the entire world, and we will be gathered up to join him in joy and praise forever. On that day, very soon, the final parade of triumph will take place on earth and in heaven, as the bloodied Lamb of God proclaims his victory throughout creation, and sin is no more. For one man’s death is enough to cover over our sins and give us life, when that one man is Jesus.
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“for us…”
Just the other day, I looked out the window of my office. There, on a branch, was a drab little bird. He had evidently not been told that winter was here, because he was flitting around, jumping from place to place. It appeared that he might even have been singing. And when I saw that little bird, cold and alone, singing his cheerful song, I thought to myself, “Stupid bird!” And I got back to work.

Because really, not to put too fine a point on it, what do the travails and the songs of a little song bird affect me? He can neither hurt nor help me. His plight doesn’t change my day. He is just a little bird, sitting on a limb. I am a person sitting at a desk. The two seem unconnected.

This idea of a “disconnect” is also found in Job 35, as the youngest friend of Job, Elihu, talks about how man’s actions affect God. The answer, on the surface, is, not much:

Look up at the heavens and see; 
       gaze at the clouds so high above you. 

If you sin, how does that affect him? 
       If your sins are many, what does that do to him? 

If you are righteous, what do you give to him, 
       or what does he receive from your hand? 

Your wickedness affects only a man like yourself, 
       and your righteousness only the sons of men. 

"Men cry out under a load of oppression; 
       they plead for relief from the arm of the powerful. 

But no one says, 'Where is God my Maker, 
       who gives songs in the night, 

who teaches more to us than to the beasts of the earth 
       and makes us wiser than the birds of the air?' 

He does not answer when men cry out 
       because of the arrogance of the wicked. 

Indeed, God does not listen to their empty plea; 
       the Almighty pays no attention to it. 

Elihu, in his earnest efforts to answer both Job’s complaint, and the accusations of Job’s three older friends, considers the majesty of God and the actions of men, and concludes that mankind’s actions do not “affect” God. Neither the sins of men nor their righteousness adds anything to God. Neither their observation nor their ignorance makes God more than he is. For he is “God my Maker.” He is the one who teaches and makes people wise. He needs nothing, but rather is full of all things. Elihu therefore makes the point that wickedness affects “only a man like yourself.”

As a basic theological point, Elihu was correct—God is unchangeable, all-sufficient, and supreme. He is all-knowing and all-wise. He neither needs mankind nor benefits from him. He is “God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” Neither the goodness of man nor his sins affect God.
And yet, this truth is balanced by a much more important point—the mystery of God’s love found in the incarnation of Christ. For in Christ God chose to do the unthinkable—to make himself “a servant, taking the appearance of a man.” He chose to submit himself to human parents, to obey human government, to hunger and thirst and need sleep. He chose to be dependent upon mankind for things, even as he was the omnipotent Son of God. He chose to make the lives of mankind important to him by his life among man.

That importance reached its ultimate climax when Jesus Christ allowed sinful men to arrest, torture and kill him on the cross for the sins of all. He allowed himself to be punished for every sin ever committed—to endure the eternity of hell for each individual act of rebellion and hatred—that we might be set free. On that day God took upon himself that which could not otherwise affect him. On that day he elevated us above himself when he died in the place of each one of us.

When our sinful nature was crucified with Jesus Christ, we were given a new importance in Christ. When we were baptized, that forgiveness of sins was applied to us and our sins were forgiven. On that day, we became sons of God and co-heirs with Christ of tremendous blessings. On that day, God chose to become our defender, our advocate, our friend. Romans 8 reminds of the ongoing importance of God’s concern for us on that day:

What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us.
That God would deign to become man is one thing, but that God would “give up” his Son “for us all?” That God would justify us? That Christ would intercede for us? That God would, along with Christ, “graciously give us all things?” These are powerful promises of a mighty God—promises that lift us up from our sins, move us to trust in him, to want to thank him, and to praise him as Savior and King. The God who put himself in our place is firmly on our side, for Jesus’ sake. Because he is “for us,” all is well. 
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“my renewal”
Are you a “repeat customer?” If so, you are likely the lifeblood of the stores who have earned your business. Surveys tend to indicate that the companies that can attract and keep repeat customers do better in the long run. They tend to get more “word-of-mouth” advertising, and can weather tough economic times.

Alternatively, companies that don’t solve problems, that don’t deal with difficulties, who look just for money and not to satisfy, probably won’t be around for long. People won’t go back to a store that causes them trouble.

In Job 14, the great sufferer Job tells us that mankind is not a lasting creature; that his works cannot satisfy:

"Man born of woman 
       is of few days and full of trouble. 

He springs up like a flower and withers away; 
       like a fleeting shadow, he does not endure. 

Do you fix your eye on such a one? 
       Will you bring him before you for judgment? 

Who can bring what is pure from the impure? 
       No one! 

Man's days are determined; 
       you have decreed the number of his months 
       and have set limits he cannot exceed. 

So look away from him and let him alone, 
       till he has put in his time like a hired man. " 

Job’s take on mankind’s existence is that he is “of few days and full of trouble.” As in other passages, man is described “like a flower” that “withers away.” He has limits that “he cannot exceed,” and “he does not endure.” In his anguish of body and soul, Job finally concludes that mankind can do little else that “put in his time like a hired man.”

Job’s view of mankind was colored by his own sufferings, to be sure; but also by the righteous commands of God. For God is not satisfied to simply let man “put in his time.” He will not one settle for on to be “impure.” Rather, his demand is perfection in thought, word, and deed. God tells mankind to “be holy, as I the Lord your God am holy!” No wonder that Job, in his despair, implores God to “look away” and “let him alone.” For no one by themselves can stand the penetrating gaze of God’s stare; no sinful human can stand before the God of judgment and not quail.
Because mankind by nature is not able to satisfy God’s righteous decrees, God chose to send his Son Jesus into the world to carry out God’s plan of salvation. He sent his Son “to be born of a woman, born under Law, to redeem those under Law.” Jesus came to please the Father first by living a righteous life, and then by dying on a cross under the curse of God. By that death, he brought the curse of mankind onto himself. Through his death he satisfied his Father’s wrath, and solved the problem of sin.

Job knew of this coming Savior—he saw him far off, through the Word of God. He wrote later in Job 14:

"If only you would hide me in the grave 
       and conceal me till your anger has passed! 
       If only you would set me a time 
       and then remember me! 

If a man dies, will he live again? 
       All the days of my hard service 
       I will wait for my renewal to come. 

You will call and I will answer you; 
       you will long for the creature your hands have made. 

Surely then you will count my steps 
       but not keep track of my sin. 

My offenses will be sealed up in a bag; 
       you will cover over my sin. " 

Through the grace of God, Job trusted in a day when he would experience “renewal.” He knew that on that day, God would no longer “count his steps” or “keep track of his sin.” On that day, his offenses would be “sealed up in a bag.” On that day God would “cover over his sin.”

That day was the day on which Jesus Christ died on the cross. On that day God’s anger towards sinned “passed,” and Job received the reward promised to him in faith. In faith, that day became his even while he was in his suffering. Through that faith, given to him by the Holy Spirit, God declared him righteous in His sight, for Jesus’ sake.
We, too, may experience days of suffering and trial, like Job. We might even be tempted to simply “put in our time” while we wait for the end. If so, consider the justice and grace of God—his justice in calling us to account, and his grace in giving us a Savior who completes and satisfies that account for us, without our effort, by his endless love. For such mercy makes us children of God—it makes us eternal heirs of the boundless riches of heaven. Such mercy renews us day by day, even as we are “wasting away.” Such mercy gives us the hope and patience of Job, in Jesus Christ. 
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 “Why is the house of God neglected?”

One of the great questions of life is “why?” Why did this event have to happen? Why do things work out the way they do? Why do I think/speak/act the way I do?

For Nehemiah, this question was at the heart of his concern for the house of God. He had come to help build up the walls of Jerusalem, to make it a city where people could live and worship God in freedom and joy. As the leader of the returned exiles, he had led them in making the affirmation that “we will not neglect the house of our God.” (Nehemiah 10). But soon after, he took a journey; and when he returned, he found that all was not well. Nehemiah 13 tells us:

Before this, Eliashib the priest had been put in charge of the storerooms of the house of our God. He was closely associated with Tobiah, and he had provided him with a large room formerly used to store the grain offerings and incense and temple articles, and also the tithes of grain, new wine and oil prescribed for the Levites, singers and gatekeepers, as well as the contributions for the priests. 

But while all this was going on, I was not in Jerusalem, for in the thirty-second year of Artaxerxes king of Babylon I had returned to the king. Some time later I asked his permission and came back to Jerusalem. Here I learned about the evil thing Eliashib had done in providing Tobiah a room in the courts of the house of God. I was greatly displeased and threw all Tobiah's household goods out of the room. I gave orders to purify the rooms, and then I put back into them the equipment of the house of God, with the grain offerings and the incense. 

I also learned that the portions assigned to the Levites had not been given to them, and that all the Levites and singers responsible for the service had gone back to their own fields. So I rebuked the officials and asked them, "Why is the house of God neglected?" Then I called them together and stationed them at their posts. 

One can almost picture the zealous Nehemiah with the “household goods” of Tobiah, throwing them out of the temple, to purify it. When he asked the question “Why,” it was not because he did not know the reason. He knew. The reason for the neglect was deeply embedded in human nature. It is a reason that lives at the heart of mankind, and one that makes the need for regular internal “house-cleaning” so important. The reason for all sinful deeds is the sinful nature.
In the story of Nehemiah’s zeal for the house of God we see a foreshadowing of Jesus’ zeal for his Father’s house. At the age of twelve Jesus chose to go and learn in the temple. Later, as he saw the sinful buying and selling going on in the temple, he made a whip out of cords and drove out all who were selling there. He told them that God had commanded his house to be a “house of prayer,” but that they had made it into a “den of robbers.” Then the disciples remembered the prophecy that “zeal for your house will consume me.”

The zeal of Jesus Christ was based in his love for his Father—love which was perfect in nature and willing to risk all things that his Father’s house might be honored. Jesus demonstrated this love even as Eliashib, Tobiah, and Jews of Nehemiah’s time did not. This love and concern about the Father’s honor was the same love that moved Jesus to go the cross of Calvary to fulfill the promises of a Savior from sin. This same obedience moved him to endure the suffering of hell, that mankind might be freed from the pit. His zeal for us meant life for us, to the honor and glory of the Father.
Even as every question “Why?” about mankind’s action inevitably leads us to the answer of sin, so every question about the actions and life of Jesus inevitably lead us to the love of God. Everything he did was meant “for our salvation,” and through his death and resurrection we have certainty that the payment for our sins is finished, and that his act of justification for us was completed and accepted by God.

For the Christian, then, who has looked at the cross of Jesus Christ, there is no more need of “Why?” For the child of God, who by the working of the Holy Spirit has been given faith in Jesus, the better question is “Why not?” Why not treat every part of my life as a thank-offering to Jesus, who lived and died that I might be free? Why not give all I have, body and soul, possessions and emotion, to the Savior who gave himself entirely for me? Why not seek his Word at every opportunity, eagerly hear that Word, and bask in the love of God for sinners such as myself found in that message of life?

Seeing the love of God, there is no good reason not to love in return. “Christ’s love compels us” to do all we can, and more, as a mere gift of gratitude to the God who answered our eternal questions with the death of his Son. Even our sins must fall to that cross. And at that cross we will find, until the day we die, comfort and peace with God. At the sign of that cross we will find, after we die, eternal life and joys without end. That is why we do what we do!
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“Give your servant success today”
In Ecclesiastes 1, King Solomon laments the futility of the tasks of mankind, when he says: “I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem. I devoted myself to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid on men! I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind. What is twisted cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot be counted.”

Perhaps you have had this same feeling, as you have pursued the work of mankind “under the sun.” Perhaps you have felt the “heavy burden” that God has laid on men as you carried out your work, buried a relative, suffered through illness, sorrowed over sin, or just lived another day. If so, you may have sensed the truth Solomon spoke when he said that “what is twisted cannot be straightened.” You may have noticed that “what is lacking cannot be counted.” The burden of man, since the fall into sin, is to live in a sinful world.

If you have found yourselves dealing with such feelings, then you are in good shape to understand the heartfelt prayer of Nehemiah, recorded in Nehemiah 1:

"O LORD, God of heaven, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love with those who love him and obey his commands, let your ear be attentive and your eyes open to hear the prayer your servant is praying before you day and night for your servants, the people of Israel. I confess the sins we Israelites, including myself and my father's house, have committed against you. We have acted very wickedly toward you. We have not obeyed the commands, decrees and laws you gave your servant Moses. 

"Remember the instruction you gave your servant Moses, saying, 'If you are unfaithful, I will scatter you among the nations, but if you return to me and obey my commands, then even if your exiled people are at the farthest horizon, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place I have chosen as a dwelling for my Name.'
"They are your servants and your people, whom you redeemed by your great strength and your mighty hand. O Lord, let your ear be attentive to the prayer of this your servant and to the prayer of your servants who delight in revering your name. Give your servant success today by granting him favor in the presence of this man."

Nehemiah had heard about the work done “under the sun” by the remnant of God’s chosen people, “the people of Israel.” They had sinned by “acting very wickedly” against God. Because of that sin, they were scattered among the nations, exiled from the Promised Land given to them, and from the temple where God had placed his name.

In their land of exile, they had pondered their sins, and had come to realize their errors. In repentance, they had turned back to the God of grace, and prayed to Him to restore them to Jerusalem, the place God had “chosen for a dwelling for his Name.” Now Nehemiah was calling upon God to fulfill his promise—to “gather them” from their places of exile and to bring them home.
Such a bold prayer could only have its confidence in the nature of God, for what sinful person could ever dare to ask for such a blessing? Who could ever ask God to undo the very nature of pitiful human existence, and to reform a nation that had been scattered? Who could dare to pray to God to have such mercy on “very wicked” people?

Nehemiah was made bold to pray by the knowledge of the grace of God, as promised in the Old Testament prophets. He knew that God had promised to send a Savior from sin, one who would come and “crush the serpent’s head.” From the line of Abraham this Savior would come, and “through him all nations would be blessed.” From the line of David this King would come who would “sit on David’s throne forever.” This Savior would be “Immanuel, God with us”—both God and man—come to save the people from their sins. Through faith, he spoke of his people as those whom God “had redeemed.”
Because of the promise of God, therefore; because of the love of God, Nehemiah was bold to ask God to undo the effects of sin and bring the people back to Jerusalem. For in this Savior he knew One who would suffer for sin as a Passover Lamb—an innocent victim whose blood would save the people from death. Since the promised Christ would free him from sin, Zechariah was bold to ask God to free his people from captivity, and to bring them to a place where they could worship God regularly and publicly.

As heirs of the great message of the Gospel, we also have the confidence of faith found in Zechariah, to pray to God about “the burdens of man” found “under the sun” For we too have this same Savior, Jesus the Christ, who has fulfilled all that was written of him in the Old Testament. We too have seen his love for us on the cross. We too have been freed from Satan’s chains by his innocent blood shed for us. And in his death he has straightened what was twisted in us, and has given us the holiness lacking in our sinful nature. He has brought us into his family, and we are now free to worship him purely and sincerely.

Zechariah’s words rang out with confidence in a God who loved him and could accomplish “infinitely more than all we ask or imagine.” Through Christ, our words of prayer have the same power. Through Christ, we are free to pray with confidence to a God of love, and to know that he will answer our prayers.
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“Then Manasseh knew that the Lord is God.”
What does it take to reach some people? Every day, news comes out about people who just don’t seem to listen very well. They might have the best education or background; they might be able to access all the information in the world; they might be incredibly smart or frighteningly clever. But for all that, they just don’t seem to “get it.”

The story of one such person, Manasseh, king of Judah, is told in 2 Chronicles 33:
Manasseh was twelve years old when he became king, and he reigned in Jerusalem fifty-five years. He did evil in the eyes of the LORD, following the detestable practices of the nations the LORD had driven out before the Israelites. He rebuilt the high places his father Hezekiah had demolished; he also erected altars to the Baals and made Asherah poles. He bowed down to all the starry hosts and worshiped them. He built altars in the temple of the LORD, of which the LORD had said, "My Name will remain in Jerusalem forever." In both courts of the temple of the LORD, he built altars to all the starry hosts. He sacrificed his sons in the fire in the Valley of Ben Hinnom, practiced sorcery, divination and witchcraft, and consulted mediums and spiritists. He did much evil in the eyes of the LORD, provoking him to anger. 

He took the carved image he had made and put it in God's temple, of which God had said to David and to his son Solomon, "In this temple and in Jerusalem, which I have chosen out of all the tribes of Israel, I will put my Name forever. I will not again make the feet of the Israelites leave the land I assigned to your forefathers, if only they will be careful to do everything I commanded them concerning all the laws, decrees and ordinances given through Moses." But Manasseh led Judah and the people of Jerusalem astray, so that they did more evil than the nations the LORD had destroyed before the Israelites. 

Manasseh was “king of Israel” after his father Hezekiah. He had seen the Lord’s blessings on his father, and had also seen the results of his father’s pride. Manasseh had the “laws, decrees and ordinances given through Moses” taught to him from early on. God had even sent to him prophets and teachers to direct and warn him from sin. But Manasseh did not get it. The Bible tells us that as king he “led Judah and the people of Jerusalem astray,” and did “much evil in the eyes of the Lord.” Because of his sin and his hardness, God tells us that he used a different method of communicating with Manasseh, later in the same chapter:

The LORD spoke to Manasseh and his people, but they paid no attention. So the LORD brought against them the army commanders of the king of Assyria, who took Manasseh prisoner, put a hook in his nose, bound him with bronze shackles and took him to Babylon.  In his distress he sought the favor of the LORD his God and humbled himself greatly before the God of his fathers. And when he prayed to him, the LORD was moved by his entreaty and listened to his plea; so he brought him back to Jerusalem and to his kingdom. Then Manasseh knew that the LORD is God. 

Since Manasseh would not listen to the Lord, he “brought against them the army commanders of the king of Assyria.” With a “hook in his nose” he was taken as a prisoner to Babylon. There he learned to pray to God. There he “humbled himself” before God. There he learned to know that “the Lord is God.”

How is your hearing? Do you “get it?” If you are like me, you may have heard the Word of God from early childhood, and may have been warned and encouraged to “know the Lord” from youth. Unfortunately, even the best of us must admit that we have not always followed God’s righteous commands. By nature we have the same obstinate nature and unwilling ears that Manasseh had. By nature, we deserve the same punishment Manasseh endured, but in hell, a place of eternal judgment and suffering.

For us, then, and for all of sinful mankind, Jesus had to die on the cross of shame. He had to come and take upon himself the bondage of slavery—to be punished for all that we failed to do. He had to become flesh and carry in his body the death of all mankind, so all mankind might be set free from slavery to sin. When he said, “It is finished!” he indicated that he had completely paid for all the waywardness and wanderings of every person who ever lived.
But his work of “reaching us” did not end with his death. He raised himself from the dead, proving that his work was approved by his Father. He ascended into heaven to prepare a place for us. And he sent his Spirit to warn and teach us, that we might “know the Lord” through faith in Jesus Christ.

It is this Spirit that today teaches us to know who Jesus is, to turn away from sin, and to listen carefully to the words and teachings of Jesus Christ. It is this Spirit that continues to strengthen us, so we might cling closely to God’s precious message of life. It is this same Spirit that assures us of forgiveness of sins when the best of our intentions fail and we don’t do what God wants us to do.

Only the Spirit has power to help us “get it.” No amount of education or intellect or information can replace his work in our hearts and lives. No good intentions or pious thoughts can give us the gifts he gives. No other working can make our stony hearts into flesh, and free us from the power of the devil now and eternally.

This Spirit comes to us through his means of grace—his Word and Sacrament. When we hear this Word taught in its truth and purity, the Holy Spirit works on our hearts. When we baptize a child, or take the body and blood of our Savior, the Spirit comes and brings his power and his peace. When we take these means of grace, given to us by God, then we too know that “the Lord is God.”
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“Praise be to you, O Lord…”

Well, what a surprise! The Time Person of the Year for 2006, according to http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1569514,00.html, is me! Imagine that! I didn’t even get an interview, and I don’t know that I can think of any accomplishments that would entitle me such a great honor. But nevertheless, there I am. Time said that the most important person of the year is me.

One person who did accomplish something great was King David, the ruler of Israel. He had conquered a kingdom for Israel, expanded it borders, and won victories over those on all sides. He had set aside vast amounts of gold, silver, wood, bronze and iron to build a “palatial structure” for God, a temple fit for his majesty and glory. But when David considered whose work this was, he came to a very different conclusion, in I Chronicles 29:

David praised the LORD in the presence of the whole assembly, saying, 

       "Praise be to you, O LORD, 
       God of our father Israel, 
       from everlasting to everlasting. 

Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power 
       and the glory and the majesty and the splendor, 
       for everything in heaven and earth is yours. 
       Yours, O LORD, is the kingdom; 
       you are exalted as head over all. 

Wealth and honor come from you; 
       you are the ruler of all things. 
       In your hands are strength and power 
       to exalt and give strength to all. 

Now, our God, we give you thanks, 
       and praise your glorious name. 

Ten times in the short hymn David pointed not to himself, but to the LORD. Ten times he admitted that he did not have the “wealth and honor” as a result of what he had done, but as a result of God’s work. Then times he pointed to God as the fit recipient for thanks, for all that he had done. But not once did he point to himself.
Why is this? Because as a child of God and believer in the coming Savior, he knew all too well his sins and failures. He knew that he could not provide for himself, nor could he save himself. This knowledge, and the Spirit-given knowledge of the love and mercy of God, led him to confess that only God deserved the praise and glory for the things he had done.

The same Spirit works today, through the same Word, convicting the world of sin and judgment. That same Spirit today shows us that by nature we cannot obey God’s commands or save ourselves. That same Spirit today points us to the cross of Jesus Christ for our salvation. For it was there that Jesus showed his mercy in dying an innocent death on our behalf, to bear the judgment for sins on himself. It was on the cross that Jesus suffered and died to pay for all sin of all time, and to declare mankind reconciled to God. It was at that cross of shame that Jesus did everything necessary for us to live forever with him in heaven.

Time magazine encourages us to view ourselves and what we have done. God’s Bible encourages us to look at the cross of Christ and ponder what he has done, in mercy and love. May God grant us the humility to see ourselves in the light of God’s Law and Gospel, and to join with David in crying out, “Praise be to you, O Lord!”
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“how to do it”
Bookstores are filled with volumes of “how-to” books. TV shows and internet sites gives lessons, demonstrations, and ideas on how to accomplish task by yourself. All of this information can be very empowering for the timid or the inexperienced. But some things cannot be done with a “how-to” book. Not many of us would buy a book on “how to do a brain operation.” Most of us would cringe at “how-to” well drilling. It is a rare person who can carry out a set of directions on “how-to” put a man on the moon. At times, attempting to “do it myself” can have disastrous consequences.

One such example is found in I Chronicles 13, as David attempts to move the ark of covenant into his royal city of Jerusalem:

So David assembled all the Israelites, from the Shihor River in Egypt to Lebo Hamath, to bring the ark of God from Kiriath Jearim. David and all the Israelites with him went to Baalah of Judah (Kiriath Jearim) to bring up from there the ark of God the LORD, who is enthroned between the cherubim—the ark that is called by the Name.

They moved the ark of God from Abinadab's house on a new cart, with Uzzah and Ahio guiding it. David and all the Israelites were celebrating with all their might before God, with songs and with harps, lyres, tambourines, cymbals and trumpets. 

When they came to the threshing floor of Kidon, Uzzah reached out his hand to steady the ark, because the oxen stumbled. The LORD's anger burned against Uzzah, and he struck him down because he had put his hand on the ark. So he died there before God. 

Then David was angry because the LORD's wrath had broken out against Uzzah, and to this day that place is called Perez Uzzah. 

David was afraid of God that day and asked, "How can I ever bring the ark of God to me?" He did not take the ark to be with him in the City of David. 

David had a Godly goal—he wanted to bring the ark of the covenant, the ark “that is called by the Name,” into his city of Jerusalem. He assembled “all the Israelites” to bring the ark in. But as they moved the ark, “the oxen stumbled” and “Uzzah reached out his hand” to stop the movement of the ark. God’s anger burned against Uzzah and he died “there before God.” Understandably, David feared God and wondered “ ‘How can I ever bring the ark of God to me?’ “ He seemed to have wondered if moving the ark was really a do-it-yourself type of job.

In chapter 15, however, we find that David received his solution from God:

Then David summoned Zadok and Abiathar the priests, and Uriel, Asaiah, Joel, Shemaiah, Eliel and Amminadab the Levites. He said to them, "You are the heads of the Levitical families; you and your fellow Levites are to consecrate yourselves and bring up the ark of the LORD, the God of Israel, to the place I have prepared for it. It was because you, the Levites, did not bring it up the first time that the LORD our God broke out in anger against us. We did not inquire of him about how to do it in the prescribed way." So the priests and Levites consecrated themselves in order to bring up the ark of the LORD, the God of Israel. And the Levites carried the ark of God with the poles on their shoulders, as Moses had commanded in accordance with the word of the LORD.
As David pondered his difficulty, he realized that the sin was not God’s, but his. He had failed “to inquire of the LORD” how to carry the ark in the prescribed way. Only the Levites were to carry it, and no other. How the Israelites carried the ark was of crucial importance, because “Moses had commanded” them to have the Levites do the work.

Mankind has within him a great desire to see and know God, for God has created mankind with a natural knowledge of him. Unfortunately, since the fall into sin mankind has sought to find God in the wrong ways. Although some might say that any way that leads to God is the right way, the Bible testifies that this thought is not true. There is only one way to get to God—there is only one truth that leads to the true God. That way and truth is described in John 14:

Thomas said to him, "Lord, we don't know where you are going, so how can we know the way?" 

Jesus answered, "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him." 

Jesus testified to his disciples that he is “the way and the truth and the life;” that “no one comes to the Father except through me.” There is not such thing as “do-it-yourself” Christianity. Only through Jesus can we be right with God. This is because only Jesus was perfect enough to satisfy his Father’s demand for holiness. Only Jesus was pure enough to be Truth. Only Jesus was loving enough to come from heaven and fulfill his Father’s Law. And only Jesus was able, because of his “indestructible life” to be able to suffer hell not for his own sins, but for the sins of the world. Only Jesus was alive enough to be able to give life to mankind through his death. Only Jesus was powerful enough to raise himself from the dead, and ascend to be the living Way to heaven.

Today, God sends out his Word to tell us the message of Jesus Christ. Through that Word, he offers forgiveness of sins and faith in this same Jesus. Only through the Word can we know Jesus, and have the “life that is truly life.” Jesus came to be the expert redeemer of the world. When he completed his task, he accomplished our salvation. There is nothing left to be done. 
Today, he sends his Holy Spirit to bring faith into our hearts, and keeps us in that faith until we die and join him in heaven. He is the only Way to heaven, and Truth that brings us truth, and the Light of the world. He is the only “how-to” we need to be in the presence of God eternally.
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“his presence”
I filled out a doctor’s form the other day, and it asked if I had any allergies. Was there anything that I could not stand to be around? Was there any substance that I could not stand in my presence? I marked no, because God has not seen fit to give me any allergies. But I know people who have them, and I can sympathize. The sneezing, watery eyes, itching, and perhaps shortness of breath are not much fun. It is far better to avoid the irritant than to suffer with it.

Sin is an irritant to God. The Bible tells us that “the wicked will not stand in the judgment” (Psalm 1). One illustration of how this worked in history is portrayed in 2 Kings 17:
But they would not listen and were as stiff-necked as their fathers, who did not trust in the LORD their God. They rejected his decrees and the covenant he had made with their fathers and the warnings he had given them. They followed worthless idols and themselves became worthless. They imitated the nations around them although the LORD had ordered them, "Do not do as they do," and they did the things the LORD had forbidden them to do. 

They forsook all the commands of the LORD their God and made for themselves two idols cast in the shape of calves, and an Asherah pole. They bowed down to all the starry hosts, and they worshiped Baal. They sacrificed their sons and daughters in the fire. They practiced divination and sorcery and sold themselves to do evil in the eyes of the LORD, provoking him to anger. 

So the LORD was very angry with Israel and removed them from his presence. Only the tribe of Judah was left, and even Judah did not keep the commands of the LORD their God. They followed the practices Israel had introduced. Therefore the LORD rejected all the people of Israel; he afflicted them and gave them into the hands of plunderers, until he thrust them from his presence. 

The history of Israel was of a “stiff-necked people” who “did not trust in the Lord their God.” Because of their willingness to turn away from God, they “rejected his decrees and the covenant he had made.” Their sin of “imitating the nations around them” led them into idolatry, divination, and sorcery. They even “sacrificed their sons and daughters in the fire” to these demons disguised as false gods.

A holy God will not stand the presence of such sin; he “was very angry with Israel” and he “removed them from his presence.” He gave them over to others nations. He “afflicted them” and allowed them to be conquered. Finally, he “thrust them from his presence” and drove them from the good land he had given them by grace, as He had promised when they first entered the Promised Land.
Our minds sober at the thought of such a complete judgment, for we by birth cannot claim to be any better than the Israelites. By nature, we are just as corrupt and evil as they; just as “stiff-necked” and obstinate; just as prone to want to imitate the sins of others and turn away from a just and holy God. By nature, God is offended by the sins in us.

By grace, God did not leave us in this state. By his eternal mercy, he chose to make his Son the human representative of his love—the “exact representation of his being” on this earth. When he was born in a manger, he was fully and completely man, except without sin. He lived, ate, cried, slept, and grew tired. Yet even while he lived among humans as a man, he lived a completely clean life. He never once turned away from his Father. He always obeyed him, even to the cross. On the cross he humbled himself and “became obedient unto death.” There he fulfilled his Father’s will, and took upon himself the condemnation we deserve for our sins. There he removed the curse of sin by becoming sin for us. There he removed the “dividing wall of hostility” between God and man.
But the work of Jesus did not end there. He rose, after three days, to show that all was “finished.” He ascended into heaven, and sent his promised Holy Spirit as a “Comforter.” He went there to “prepare a place” for mankind, and to spread his Word to a world that is dying of sin. Right now he sits in heaven, on his throne of glory, interceding for sinful mankind, and working out “all things for the good of those who love him.”
That blood was placed on us when we were baptized. By that blood we were washed and called children of God. The stain of sin no longer can harm us. The irritant of sin has been removed from us by Christ’s work on our behalf. Through his grace, by the faith given us, we can stand with confidence in the presence of God, and declare that our sins are gone and we are free from sin. 
I John 3 testifies to the significance of this new life in Christ:
This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 

If our hearts condemn us, and try to convince us that our sins cannot be forgiven, we can have this comfort: God know everything. He knows the sinful state we were in. He knows the forgiveness won by Christ. He knows the faith given through the Holy Spirit. He knows everything. And in grace he chooses to credit the life of Jesus to us, to make us clean and pure in Him. If our hearts don’t agree, then God is right and our hearts are wrong, “for God is greater than our hearts.”
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“Go in peace”
How do I deal with sin? This question sits at the heart of much that motivates mankind. Peace treaties, therapy sessions, the entire legal profession, family interactions, history lessons, and much, much more all try to deal with sin and guilt. Worse yet is the feeling one has of hating sin, wanting to stay away from sin, and still knowing that you will sin. One pastor took it so far as to say that “unresolved guilt is a cause of many medical and emotional difficulties people deal with.” So how do I deal with sin?

One Biblical example of dealing with sin is found in 2 Kings 5. The army commander Naaman had been healed of leprosy, and his new-found faith was put to the test immediately:
Naaman's servants went to him and said, "My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more, then, when he tells you, 'Wash and be cleansed'!" So he went down and dipped himself in the Jordan seven times, as the man of God had told him, and his flesh was restored and became clean like that of a young boy. 

Then Naaman and all his attendants went back to the man of God. He stood before him and said, "Now I know that there is no God in all the world except in Israel. Please accept now a gift from your servant." 

The prophet answered, "As surely as the LORD lives, whom I serve, I will not accept a thing." And even though Naaman urged him, he refused. 

"If you will not," said Naaman, "please let me, your servant, be given as much earth as a pair of mules can carry, for your servant will never again make burnt offerings and sacrifices to any other god but the LORD. But may the LORD forgive your servant for this one thing: When my master enters the temple of Rimmon to bow down and he is leaning on my arm and I bow there also—when I bow down in the temple of Rimmon, may the LORD forgive your servant for this." 

"Go in peace," Elisha said. 

Namaan had seen the power of the Lord in simple water—he had been “cleansed” from leprosy and his “flesh was restored.” No wonder he had been moved to say “there is no God in all the world except in Israel!” No wonder he was moved to say that he would “never again make burnt offerings and sacrifices to any other god but the Lord.”

Even as he made this vow, however, he also was challenged by the circumstances of his job. As a faithful servant to his master, he would have to enter the “temple of Rimmon to bow down” as his master held his arm. And so he asked God to forgive him for this apparent breaking of his vow in advance.

We can see his concern—having vowed to worship the Lord only was inconsistent with the act of bowing down to a foreign god. We might wonder at his commitment to his new vow, or perhaps even his thankfulness for the cleansing. How could he even think about such an action, when he had seen the mercy of God so clearly?
But, then, of course, I need to remember the last time I went to church, or read God’s Word. I also heard the wonders of God proclaimed clearly to me, and I saw the mercy and love of God. I heard that God had taken away my sin, and that he had forgiven me by the blood of Jesus shed on the cross. I may have even voicelessly confessed various sins and made vows to not repeat them again. But would those promises and vows stand the test of time? Or is it not true that all too easily I fell into the same old sins, with the same old results. In my human weakness I could not keep the vows I had made.

For sinful, weak humans such as I, then, God speaks words of comfort at the end of a worship service—the same words he spoke to Naaman through the prophet Elisha: “Go in peace.” Go in peace knowing that the love of God does not end with the lovelessness of mankind. Go in peace knowing that when Jesus died, he died for all my sins: past, present and future. Go in peace knowing that through his death, those sins are not counted against me, but I have been declared righteous in the sight of God. And if God calls me righteous, I am righteous indeed.

The forgiveness of sins found in Jesus is my joy and crown; it is my encouragement to avoid sin and error. It reminds me that the law is good, for it teaches me to know sin. It convinces me that God loves me despite whom I am, and makes me who he wants me to be. It is for the sake of Christ and his vicarious death on the cross I can trust in the free forgiveness of sin, not because of what I have or have not done. Because of Christ, then, I too, like Naaman, can go in peace.
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“the journey is too much for you.”

If you have ever traveled long distances, you are familiar with jetlag. It is the sensation of having your days and nights mixed up—of feeling tired and worn down at day, and being unable to sleep at night. Jetlag can be reduced or managed, but not removed. It is part of the cost of long-distance travel.

In a similar fashion, our journey on this life carries with it its own perils and pitfalls. It is just such difficulties that overwhelmed the man of God, Elijah, and led him to wish to die. The story of his fatigue, and God’s answer, is found in I Kings 19:
Now Ahab told Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah to say, "May the gods deal with me, be it ever so severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like that of one of them." 

Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left his servant there, while he himself went a day's journey into the desert. He came to a broom tree, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. "I have had enough, LORD," he said. "Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors." Then he lay down under the tree and fell asleep. 
      All at once an angel touched him and said, "Get up and eat." He looked around, and there by his head was a cake of bread baked over hot coals, and a jar of water. He ate and drank and then lay down again. 

The angel of the LORD came back a second time and touched him and said, "Get up and eat, for the journey is too much for you." So he got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by that food, he traveled forty days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the mountain of God. There he went into a cave and spent the night.

Elijah “ran for his life” when it became clear that the Queen of Israel, Jezebel, was going to kill him for his action of killing the prophets of Baal. Elijah came to a broom tree, and decided that his journey on this life was over. “I have had enough, Lord,” Elijah prayed, “take my life.”

Perhaps like Elijah, you have sat under a broom tree or two and found yourself saying similar words. It may be that life has dealt you a rough hand; it may be that others have hurt you and wish you ill; it may be that the troubles and difficulties of this life have worn you out. You may have also decided that you have “had enough” or even fallen into despair.

If so, consider the words of God to Elijah, “Get up and eat!” Elijah’s physical exertions had caused him physical fatigue, and he now needed food and rest. For these physical difficulties the Lord graciously and miraculously provided, as he still does today. But for the spiritual difficulties of living in a sinful world with a weak and treacherous Old Adam, stronger food is needed. That food is found in the Scriptures, as they are given to us in the bread and wine of the Sacrament. When the Lord Jesus Christ gave his body and wine on the first Maundy Thursday, he told his disciples to “eat and drink” for the “forgiveness of sins.” That same promise comes to us whenever we eat and drink the bread and wine of the Sacrament. We receive the body and blood of Christ—in, with and under the bread and the wine—to forgive our sin and to strengthen us for service to him.

This bread and wine have power because they are Christ’s body and blood—the same body and blood that was born in Bethlehem, lived in Galilee, was put on trial in Jerusalem, was crucified on Golgotha, and rose from the dead and ascended into heaven. This body and blood was given by Christ for you and for me, that he might be “the firstfruits of those who have risen from the dead.” That body and blood is potent to give us remission of sin, new life, and the certainty of a heavenly home after we die.

For as often as we sin—and we do so every day—we can approach the throne of grace and lay the burdens of our lives and sins on Christ. He came to carry those burdens for us. He came to comfort us with his spiritual rest, found in his Word. And he came to feed us for eternal life, for without him “the journey is too much for us.” Praise God that he does not leave us alone, but feeds us with his Word and Sacraments today and every day!
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“show yourself a man”

What is a man? Perhaps our earthly definition might choose to define a man by what he does—his job, his occupation. Others might describe a man in masculine terms, according to current role models—“a man hunts, fishes, watches football on tv, and fixes things around the house.” Still others might see a man as one who bears with pain, fulfills his duties, and doesn’t show much emotion. But what is a man, really?

When David, king of Israel, was preparing to “go the way of all the earth,” he told his son Solomon to “show himself a man.” In I Kings 2, he describes for us what a man is and does:

When the time drew near for David to die, he gave a charge to Solomon his son. 

"I am about to go the way of all the earth," he said. "So be strong, show yourself a man, and observe what the LORD your God requires: Walk in his ways, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements, as written in the Law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all you do and wherever you go, and that the LORD may keep his promise to me: 'If your descendants watch how they live, and if they walk faithfully before me with all their heart and soul, you will never fail to have a man on the throne of Israel.' "

David encouraged Solomon to “be strong” and “show yourself a man” by his obedience to God. He encouraged him to “walk in God’s ways, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements.” Then Solomon would be a man after the Lord’s heart, and he would “prosper” in his life and decisions. Then the throne of Israel would continue to be a blessing for the people of Israel.

The Word of God tells us that Solomon began well, building a temple to God and leading the people to worship and trust in God. But it also records that later in life “his heart was not fully devoted to the Lord his God,” and that he worshipped other gods. Because of this, the “Lord became angry at him” and chose to tear the kingdom away from Solomon and give it to another. The one whom the Bible calls the “wisest man who ever lived,” Solomon, did not show himself a man, according to his father’s definition.
Because the same taint of sin that infects Solomon and strips him of his manhood infects all mankind, God had to send his Son to be a man, in God’s definition of manhood—to be the One who perfectly obeyed his father and observed all that His Father commanded. In grace, he sent Jesus to keep the entire law, without error. He was the perfect man, in the image of God; the one who defined goodness and righteousness.

His righteous life was then placed on the cross of suffering, in obedience to his Father’s will. This one perfect man died for the sins of all, that all might be saved. He bore on the cross the disobedience and waywardness of all men, and perfectly satisfied the wrath of God. By his death we are set free from our sin, and made new men.

In doing so, Jesus became a man greater than Solomon, the one man who could save his people from their sins. Jesus described this to some who questioned him, in Matthew 12:
Then some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law said to him, "Teacher, we want to see a miraculous sign from you." 

He answered, "A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and now one greater than Jonah is here. The Queen of the South will rise at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for she came from the ends of the earth to listen to Solomon's wisdom, and now one greater than Solomon is here. " 

For those today who look to define a “man,” they need look no further than “the sign of the prophet Jonah.” They need look no further than Jesus, who was “three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.” By his death and resurrection he came to do what we could not do—he came to show himself the “true man” who saves his people from their sins. Today he comes to us in Word and Sacrament, to give us his forgiveness and to make us “sons of God.” In doing so he gives us his perfect life as a free gift, and encourages us to “show ourselves men.” Through the Word, we are strengthened to obey God fully, and to turn from sin and error. Through the gift of the one man, we are given faith to be men of God.
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“You stoop down…”
When I was a boy, I used to play outside in the fields and woods. One particularly enjoyable activity was to make forts and roads out of sticks. I would then people them with my little toy soldiers, and become the master of all I had created. I could win victories for one side or the other, and destroy or create as I saw fit. Great fun with some dirt and a few sticks!
As David neared the end of his life, he considered the work of God. In 2 Samuel 22 David showed this work as the act of “stooping down” to aid mankind:
"As for God, his way is perfect; 
       the word of the LORD is flawless. 
       He is a shield 
       for all who take refuge in him. 

For who is God besides the LORD? 
       And who is the Rock except our God? 

It is God who arms me with strength 
       and makes my way perfect. 

He makes my feet like the feet of a deer; 
       he enables me to stand on the heights. 

He trains my hands for battle; 
       my arms can bend a bow of bronze. 

You give me your shield of victory; 
       you stoop down to make me great." 

David spent his entire life fighting enemies—from the Philistines to the Edomites to the Amorites to people like Absalom in his own household. He was cursed by Shimei and betrayed by his close advisor Ahithophel. All mankind had failed David, even as he had failed his people. He had fallen into sin with Bathsheba and had murdered one of his thirty mighty men, Uriah the Hittite. By himself he would have failed and fallen to these enemies or his own weaknesses.
In mercy, however, God had chosen to “stoop down” and save David—to be “a shield” and “Rock” to sinful man. He had chosen to intervene graciously in the life of David to “make his way perfect” and to “give him the shield of victory.” Of all the people in David’s life, only God was “perfect,” and only his Word was “flawless.”

In saving and preserving the line of David, God kept his promise of a Savior—one who would come from the line of David but be free of the sinfulness of David. He would come as a King of Israel “to shepherd his people” in strength and mercy forever. He would be Immanual, “God with us”—both Son of God and son of David. And he would come to save his people from their sins.
In the coming of the Savior at Bethlehem we see the ultimate act of “stooping down.” We see God fulfill this promise to be born, to live among, and to take upon himself the sicknesses and sorrows of the world. We see him live a righteous life among unrighteous people. And we see him die on the cross, in humiliation and shame, to pay the debt of sin that we could never pay. In Christ, God became man to save mankind from themselves.

In doing so, God revealed his nature as a humble and loving God. Philippians 2 reminds us:

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
Who, being in very nature God, 
      did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
but made himself nothing, 
      taking the very nature of a servant, 
      being made in human likeness. 
And being found in appearance as a man, 
      he humbled himself 
      and became obedient to death— 
         even death on a cross!
Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 
      and gave him the name that is above every name, 
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
      in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
      to the glory of God the Father.

The way of God in becoming man “was perfect.” His plan of salvation came through his death on a cross, that we might be “armed with strength.” Through our Savior’s humiliation and death, we are given “the shield of victory” and “made great.”

In this life, we will also have to contend with enemies—some physical, some spiritual. We will have to cope with our own sins and weaknesses, and suffer consequences for them. We may face persecution or even death at the hands of others. But we need not worry about the final outcome of this life, for Christ has “brought life and immortality to light” through the Words of his Gospel. He sends out his Word, and the Holy Spirit, to build trust and faith in that Word. And he will one day return to make all this visible, when he comes in glory on the last day.

Our God is a God who delights to serve—who lives to protect and guard his children—who lived and died that we might live and die for him. Praise be to our God, who has stooped down to save us, and ascended to rule over us! 
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“the son born to you will die”
Few things in life are more heart-rending than the death of a child. Some might lament the incredible waste of a young life. Others might wonder about the grace of God. Still others might shake their heads and simply not even try to understand.

One such situation occurred in the life of David, recorded for us in 2 Samuel 12. Here, however, the cause of the death is immediate and known—it was for the sin of David that David’s son would die:

Then Nathan said to David, "You are the man! This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: 'I anointed you king over Israel, and I delivered you from the hand of Saul. I gave your master's house to you, and your master's wives into your arms. I gave you the house of Israel and Judah. And if all this had been too little, I would have given you even more. Why did you despise the word of the LORD by doing what is evil in his eyes? You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own. You killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. Now, therefore, the sword will never depart from your house, because you despised me and took the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your own.' 

"This is what the LORD says: 'Out of your own household I am going to bring calamity upon you. Before your very eyes I will take your wives and give them to one who is close to you, and he will lie with your wives in broad daylight. You did it in secret, but I will do this thing in broad daylight before all Israel.' " 

Then David said to Nathan, "I have sinned against the LORD." 
      Nathan replied, "The LORD has taken away your sin. You are not going to die. But because by doing this you have made the enemies of the LORD show utter contempt, the son born to you will die." 

After Nathan had gone home, the LORD struck the child that Uriah's wife had borne to David, and he became ill. David pleaded with God for the child. He fasted and went into his house and spent the nights lying on the ground. The elders of his household stood beside him to get him up from the ground, but he refused, and he would not eat any food with them. 

On the seventh day the child died.

David had sinned by “despising God” and committing adultery with Bathsheba. He had sinned by killing Uriah, the husband of Bathsheba, “with the sword of the Ammonites.” He had sinned by “taking the wife of Uriah the Hittite” as his own. When God presented him with his sin, David confessed that sin, and admitted it to the prophet. The forgiveness of sins was proclaimed to David, and his own death was postponed. But because his sin had “made the enemies of the Lord show utter contempt” the son born to David and Bathsheba would die. No tears or prayers or fasting would change the mind of God.

Part of us might rebel at the seeming unfairness of this story—what had this newborn baby done to deserve death? Why should one innocent person die for the sins of another? Why would God allow such a thing to happen?

The answer to these questions is found at the cross, where God carried out his ultimate punishment, on his “only-begotten Son,” Jesus Christ. On that cross, God poured out his righteous anger against sin on an innocent party—on One that had never spoken an ill word or done an evil deed. On that cross, God hung his beloved Son as a spectacle for the world—for the world to consider the tremendous extent of evil and the consequences of sin. On that cross, God punished Christ most unfairly, and the benefit is entirely ours. No words of pain or suffering changed the mind of God. Not even the abuse heaped upon Christ by his enemies could lessen the punishment for sin. All sin needed payment, for “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” The mystery of the cross is that the blood was Christ’s, but the forgiveness is ours, by Jesus’ death and resurrection.

David knew that his sin had caused the death of his earthly Son. And he knew that his sin would cause the death of his Son, the Messiah. In the words of Psalm 51, written shortly after Nathan came to him, David prayed:
Have mercy on me, O God, 
       according to your unfailing love; 
       according to your great compassion 
       blot out my transgressions. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

For the sake of the coming Christ, David’s prayer was answered. His sin was forgiven. He was declared “clean” and “whiter than snow.” Through the Word of God, we also are declared God’s forgiven children and heirs of salvation. Our sins are also washed away in baptism. And our peace is assured now and eternally. All by the death of the Son. 
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“I know…how wicked your heart is”

Quick—think of some wicked people in the Bible…Herod? Judas? Cain?

Or think of some people whom history calls “wicked.” Hitler? Stalin? Charles Manson? 
In I Samuel 17, these terrible people are joined by another—the King of Israel, David:

Early in the morning David left the flock with a shepherd, loaded up and set out, as Jesse had directed. He reached the camp as the army was going out to its battle positions, shouting the war cry. Israel and the Philistines were drawing up their lines facing each other. David left his things with the keeper of supplies, ran to the battle lines and greeted his brothers. As he was talking with them, Goliath, the Philistine champion from Gath, stepped out from his lines and shouted his usual defiance, and David heard it. When the Israelites saw the man, they all ran from him in great fear. 

Now the Israelites had been saying, "Do you see how this man keeps coming out? He comes out to defy Israel. The king will give great wealth to the man who kills him. He will also give him his daughter in marriage and will exempt his father's family from taxes in Israel." 

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

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

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

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

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

The judgment of “wicked” was cast upon David by his oldest brother Eliab. He claimed to be able to see in David his true motives—a desire to “come down only to watch the battle.” He concluded that David was “conceited” and one who abandoned his duty to watch the sheep. But Eliab was wrong—David had not come to watch the battle; David had come to fight the battle with the Lord’s help. He had been anointed King of Israel, and now he had come to fight for the “living God.”
Lest we become too harsh on Eliab, it can be pointed out that the Bible (and life) testify to the “rush to judgment,” especially on those who serve the Lord. Joseph’s brothers hated him and tried to kill him; Moses was told by the Israelites that “he brought them into the desert to kill them;” Elijah was called “a troubler of Israel” and Jeremiah was cast into a cistern to die. Even Christ was called “demon-possessed” and a “madman.” Jesus reminded the Jews that “there never was a prophet they did not kill.” And why is that?
Because this world hates those who proclaim and teach God’s Word, just as it hates God’s Word. This world is all too ready to believe evil of such people, to declare them “wicked,” and to stop their teaching in whatever way possible. “If the world hates you,” Jesus warned his disciples, “it is because it hated me first.” “The student is not above his teacher.”

Can we become infected by this worldly attitude? Can we be too eager to believe evil of others, especially those who are “sent by God” to share His Word with us? Can we doubt the good intentions of others, or resent their commitment to the Word of God? If we fall into this sin, then we take upon ourselves the mantle of Eliab, the Jews, and the world. If we break the Eighth Commandment in this way, we earn for ourselves an eternity in hell.

For us, then, and for all who have broken the Eighth Commandment, God sent the greater Son of David, his only Son, Jesus Christ. He came to die on the cross for men who hated him, who rejected him, and who mocked him. He came to suffer hell for each transgression against God’s Word and God’s chosen ones. He came to defeat the great enemy, Satan, and to destroy his works and his power over our lives. He did all this when he endured the rejection and condemnation of his Father, when he gave his life for our atonement, and when he rose in perfect majesty on the first Easter morning.
Jesus became “the Word made flesh” to save us from our envy and pride, and to create in us a new man, holy and pleasing to God. This new man loves the Lord, and loves those who preach that Word. This new man longs to be with Christ, and to know him. This new man assumes the best of others, and refuses to judge those whom Christ has redeemed.

Yet this new man still exists with the old sinful self within our person, and creates a struggle against sin each and every day. Part of that struggle is hidden, and other parts sneak out in our words and actions. Yet this struggle is only temporary, for it awaits a day when Jesus will return in power and free us from sin, and take us with him to live in perfect joy and peace forever. In heaven, on that day, there will be no wickedness and no accusation. There will be only Christ.

Until that day, God gives us his Word to reveal our sinful flesh, and to encourage us to love Christ. Until that day, God sends us his servants to point out sin and proclaim the grace of God. Until that day, God forgives sins of people like Eliab, and you, and me.
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“who will intercede?”
If you rob a man, the courts will likely intervene, and see that justice is done. But who will intervene if you rob God? Just such a question was asked by the priest Eli, to his two wicked sons, in I Samuel 2:
Now Eli, who was very old, heard about everything his sons were doing to all Israel and how they slept with the women who served at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. So he said to them, "Why do you do such things? I hear from all the people about these wicked deeds of yours. No, my sons; it is not a good report that I hear spreading among the LORD's people. If a man sins against another man, God may mediate for him; but if a man sins against the LORD, who will intercede for him?" His sons, however, did not listen to their father's rebuke, for it was the LORD's will to put them to death. 

Eli’s sons had stolen from God, by treating their position as priests as opportunities for personal gain. They had rejected the knowledge of God, and had committed adultery with the women serving at the temple. Therefore God would judge them, and they would die in their sins.

But stealing from the Lord is not something that happened only in Old Testament times. Today people steal from the Lord when they don’t give him the glory he deserves. They steal from the Lord when they refuse to acknowledge him as Creator and Preserver of the universe. They steal from the Lord when they view their possessions as their own, not as good gifts from a gracious and generous God. For all such thefts, God also speaks words of condemnation. For stealing such as this deserves an eternity of death in hell.

Since Eli’s sons did not keep God’s righteous commands, God chose to raise up a faithful priest, to serve him well. The prophecy about this priest is found in I Samuel 3:

Now a man of God came to Eli and said to him, "This is what the LORD says: 'Did I not clearly reveal myself to your father's house when they were in Egypt under Pharaoh? I chose your father out of all the tribes of Israel to be my priest, to go up to my altar, to burn incense, and to wear an ephod in my presence. I also gave your father's house all the offerings made with fire by the Israelites. Why do you scorn my sacrifice and offering that I prescribed for my dwelling? Why do you honor your sons more than me by fattening yourselves on the choice parts of every offering made by my people Israel?' 

"Therefore the LORD, the God of Israel, declares: 'I promised that your house and your father's house would minister before me forever.' But now the LORD declares: 'Far be it from me! Those who honor me I will honor, but those who despise me will be disdained. The time is coming when I will cut short your strength and the strength of your father's house, so that there will not be an old man in your family line and you will see distress in my dwelling. Although good will be done to Israel, in your family line there will never be an old man. Every one of you that I do not cut off from my altar will be spared only to blind your eyes with tears and to grieve your heart, and all your descendants will die in the prime of life. 

" 'And what happens to your two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, will be a sign to you—they will both die on the same day. I will raise up for myself a faithful priest, who will do according to what is in my heart and mind. I will firmly establish his house, and he will minister before my anointed one always. 

The sins of Hophni and Phineas infected even the person of Eli, who sinned against God by choosing to honor his sons “more than God.” Even though God revealed himself “clearly,” Eli did not keep God’s command. Therefore God would raise up for himself a “faithful priest,” who would “do according to what is in my heart and mind.” That faithful priest would minister “before God’s anointed one always.”

This faithful priest was Jesus Christ, the one who was both God and man. As a spotless and sinless man, he never stole glory or honor from his heavenly Father. He “gave to God what is God’s” as he lived perfectly. He taught and lived a life that was aimed at obedience to his father’s will. He willingly surrendered the throne of glory to become a man, and to fulfill his Father’s words.
To give all glory to his Father, he willingly submitted himself to the pangs of hell on Calvary. He took upon himself the death that mankind deserved for its many petty thefts. He suffered completely for these transgressions, and rose again to prove that punishment perfect. Then he ascended into heaven to rule over all things, to sit on a heavenly throne, and to intercede for us before the heavenly mercy seat of his Father. 

Hebrews 2 describes the work and death of this faithful priest:

Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham's descendants. For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.

Our Savior lives today to proclaim his destruction of the devil, who holds the power of death. Our Savior lives today to “free those” who “were held in slavery by their fear of death.” Our Savior lives today to “help those who are being tempted.” He lives to do what we cannot do—he lives to be faithful for us, and to credit that faithfulness to us.

If sin should tempt us, or we should find ourselves stealing from God, we need not ask “who will intercede for us?” We can know that it is Christ, the true son of God, and the faithful priest, who will intercede and forgive our sins. May this be our confidence today and every day!
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“Beyond understanding”

Are there things you don’t understand? Me, too. I just can’t seem to get how to do certain things. People might explain them to me over and over, but it just doesn’t seem to sink in.

If there are things you don’t understand about God, take heart! God has an answer to all of our difficulties. This answer is shown to us in Judges 13:


Then Manoah prayed to the LORD : "O LORD, I beg you, let the man of God you sent to us come again to teach us how to bring up the boy who is to be born." 

God heard Manoah, and the angel of God came again to the woman while she was out in the field; but her husband Manoah was not with her. The woman hurried to tell her husband, "He's here! The man who appeared to me the other day!" 

Manoah got up and followed his wife. When he came to the man, he said, "Are you the one who talked to my wife?" 

      "I am," he said. 

So Manoah asked him, "When your words are fulfilled, what is to be the rule for the boy's life and work?" 

The angel of the LORD answered, "Your wife must do all that I have told her. She must not eat anything that comes from the grapevine, nor drink any wine or other fermented drink nor eat anything unclean. She must do everything I have commanded her." 

Manoah said to the angel of the LORD, "We would like you to stay until we prepare a young goat for you." 

The angel of the LORD replied, "Even though you detain me, I will not eat any of your food. But if you prepare a burnt offering, offer it to the LORD." (Manoah did not realize that it was the angel of the LORD.) 

Then Manoah inquired of the angel of the LORD, "What is your name, so that we may honor you when your word comes true?" 

He replied, "Why do you ask my name? It is beyond understanding." Then Manoah took a young goat, together with the grain offering, and sacrificed it on a rock to the LORD. And the LORD did an amazing thing while Manoah and his wife watched: As the flame blazed up from the altar toward heaven, the angel of the LORD ascended in the flame. Seeing this, Manoah and his wife fell with their faces to the ground. When the angel of the LORD did not show himself again to Manoah and his wife, Manoah realized that it was the angel of the LORD. 


"We are doomed to die!" he said to his wife. "We have seen God!" 

But his wife answered, "If the LORD had meant to kill us, he would not have accepted a burnt offering and grain offering from our hands, nor shown us all these things or now told us this." 

Manoah and his wife had received explicit directions from God regarding their son, Samson. He was not to drink wine or eat anything unclean. He would be set apart for service to God from birth. When they did not understand these words, God sent “the angel of the LORD” in response to the prayers of Manoah. He then taught him the rule for the boy’s life. But there were limits to what Manoah could know, or what God would teach. Manoah could not know the name of the visitor, for his name is “beyond understanding.” His name was the name of God.

All mankind also suffers from the disability of Manoah—we really don’t “get it.” Even though the Bible tells us what we are to do and not do—even though the Ten Commandments proclaim clearly the holy will of God—mankind cannot do the righteous acts God desires. Therefore the Bible clearly testifies that mankind falls under the wrath of God, and is deserving of eternal condemnation.

By the grace of God, however, God sent his Son, the Word of God, into the world to be made flesh. He came to teach and preach the whole counsel of God. He came to explain this will perfectly, through parables and through his life. He came to “open eyes that are blind” so that mankind is without excuse. Like Samson, he was set apart to God from birth; unlike Samson, he carried that task out perfectly.

But his most important task was to be a sacrifice for the sins of the world. Like a sacrificial lamb, Jesus offered himself willingly to the “cross of shame,” taking on himself the sinfulness of mankind and dying in their place. He came to suffer the flames of hell, to die in place of obstinate mankind, and to rise again on Easter for the certainty of absolution. He came to show himself the incarnate Word of God, and to fulfill the entire law by his death in our place. Because we could not know God and keep his law, he kept the law for us, and by his death we are freed from the doom of eternal death.

Best of all, this gift of God comes to us through the free work of God—it comes to us in baptism, when our sins are washed away through water and the Word. It comes to us through his body and blood, “given and shed” for the forgiveness of sins. It comes to us through the Bible, when we read or hear the story of a Savior from sin, the “angel of the LORD” sent to save the world.

The Bible is filled with many teachings—it has “treasures old as well as new.” One might be overwhelmed at times with all of the stories and details included in God’s Word. But only one thing is needed—only one person is necessary. That person is Jesus Christ. He is the answer to our questions, the solution to our sins, and the Savior of the world. He is the Christ, and by his blood we have peace. 
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