“in a single day…”

“Rome wasn’t built in a day.”
“Persistence pays off.”
“Anything worth having is worth waiting for!”

If you have ever heard advice like this, you likely recognize the truth behind it—that few things in life offer instant results. More often, a patient effort over a long period of time is necessary for the desired results to show. Thus it is with the ways of men.

We might also be tempted to think of our lives of sanctification in this same way—to think that we need to persist in good deeds and righteous acts, until we have reached a certain spiritual goal. But if we think that way, we are very, very wrong; for faith is the way of God, that moves at its own speed. Zechariah 3 shows us that speed:

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the LORD, and Satan standing at his right side to accuse him. The LORD said to Satan, "The LORD rebuke you, Satan! The LORD, who has chosen Jerusalem, rebuke you! Is not this man a burning stick snatched from the fire?" 

Now Joshua was dressed in filthy clothes as he stood before the angel. The angel said to those who were standing before him, "Take off his filthy clothes." 
      Then he said to Joshua, "See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on you." 

Then I said, "Put a clean turban on his head." So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him, while the angel of the LORD stood by. 

The angel of the LORD gave this charge to Joshua: "This is what the LORD Almighty says: 'If you will walk in my ways and keep my requirements, then you will govern my house and have charge of my courts, and I will give you a place among these standing here. 

" 'Listen, O high priest Joshua and your associates seated before you, who are men symbolic of things to come: I am going to bring my servant, the Branch. See, the stone I have set in front of Joshua! There are seven eyes on that one stone, and I will engrave an inscription on it,' says the LORD Almighty, 'and I will remove the sin of this land in a single day. 

In only six days, God created the heavens and the earth. In a single moment, he cast down the rebellious devil and his evil followers. God is the omnipotent master of the earth, who can accomplish his deeds as soon as he sees fit. There is no delay in the implementation of God’s plans, for God is in control.
This immediacy also extends to his treatment of his children. In a single moment, Joshua’s sin, his “filthy clothes” were taken away, and he was dressed in the “rich garments” of righteousness. A clean turban was placed on his head, and he was fit again for service to God. In the same way Joshua was cleansed of sin and fit for service, so God can remove all sin of all time by a word, in a moment, at his will.

To Joshua and others who were dressed in “filthy clothes” of sin, the LORD almighty pointed ahead a righteous Branch, the Savior of the world, as the one who would come to save mankind. He would become a human being, living a spotless life, and become the sacrifice of atonement for all the evil mankind had built up over time. “In a single day,” on the cross of Calvary, God removed the sin of this land by placing it on Jesus and punishing it fully there. Having satisfied his justice, he raised his Son from death, and gave him a throne of glory and authority. From there he teaches the world, through his Holy Spirit, to know and believe in his one-day act of redemption.

For those still living in a sinful world, with a persistent sinful nature, the entire solution to the problem of sin was presented in the person of Jesus Christ, dead yet alive, cursed yet blessed. He solved our problem in a single day. The Holy Spirit came to us and created faith in a single day. And he will return one day, very soon, to remove us from this veil of tears and to be with him forever in paradise.

While we wait for that day, let us not assume that it is our task to achieve the impossible—to rid ourselves of sin through a long, drawn-out effort. Our greatest human efforts only lead to hell. Rather, let us ponder and consider the power and speed of God’s redemption—let us think on that one day at Calvary when the sins of the entire world were paid for and the power of death destroyed. Let us consider our baptism, where God in one day called us his own and declared us forgiven and righteous. Let us eagerly await the one day when our sinful bodies will be freed from sin and we will be with the LORD forever. 
All in one day.
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“like nothing?”

A perfectionist is defined as someone who seeks the ideal. The opposite, dark side is the paralysis that occurs if perfection cannot be reached. For a perfectionist, “OK” is akin to “worthless.”

When the children of Israel returned from exile in Babylon, one of the first actions they carried out was to rebuild the temple. At the time of the exile, the children of Israel had watched the glorious temple of Solomon razed to the ground, and it treasures carried off. Now they were rebuilding the temple to God, but it was just not the same. The book of Ezra tells us that some who remembered the old temple “wept aloud when they saw the foundation of this temple being laid.”

But God knew about their perfectionism, and addressed it in Haggai 2:

On the twenty-first day of the seventh month, the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: "Speak to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant of the people. Ask them, 'Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing? But now be strong, O Zerubbabel,' declares the LORD. 'Be strong, O Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest. Be strong, all you people of the land,' declares the LORD, 'and work. For I am with you,' declares the LORD Almighty. 'This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.'
In Haggai, God pointed out the essential ingredient of worship of the LORD—his Spirit. It was not the fineness of the decoration or the vastness of the building project, but rather the presence of God in the lives of the people, and his covenant of peace and forgiveness. Therefore the children of Israel were to put aside their fears and concerns about the temple, and simply work for the LORD.

Such advice still rings true today. We might have good intentions about our lives, seeking to do this or that wonderful deed in service to God. We might strive mightily to avoid sin. Yet at the end of the day, all our efforts likely appear to us “like nothing,” for they are tainted by sin and done with impure motives. “All our righteous acts,” Isaiah tells us, “are like filthy rags.”

Fortunately for us, God is still at work in this world, among us. He came to us in the person of Jesus Christ, to live the good life we could not, and to die a sacrificial and innocent death on our behalf. He paid the penalty both for imperfection and for our dissatisfaction. He was the perfect one, for us.

Through baptism, God sends his Holy Spirit to us today to convict us of our sins, and to give us forgiveness and new life. His declaration of sins forgiven is applied to us by that Spirit, so that we are called “sons of God” and “heirs of eternal life.”
Such a blessing is sorely needed, for we continue to have a sinful nature and to sin. Daily, we fall into temptation, and need the Spirit to strength and comfort us with the Gospel. Daily, we need to know that we do not need to be perfect, because Christ’s perfection has been given to us as a free gift.

A Christian can truly confess that all his deeds are “like nothing.” But he can also carry on with his life, knowing that because of Christ’s death and the Spirit’s work, God is with us.
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“A famine”

Recently, one of my daughters came up to me and said, “Nothing seems right—I just feel so yucky!.”

Boy, did I know what she was talking about!

She had, and I was starting to have, a serious case of the summer “blaahs.” This seasonal condition, first diagnosed by Charles Schultz in his comic strip Peanuts, has the following symptoms:

· Difficulty getting motivated

· The feeling of extreme heat on the skin

· Fatigue & lethargy

· Dryness of the mouth and throat

The summer blaahs, believe it or not, are also common to the church year. They often happen when there is a dearth of hearing the Word of God, and can cause similar spiritual symptoms. These are described in Amos 11:

"The days are coming," declares the Sovereign LORD, 
       "when I will send a famine through the land— 
       not a famine of food or a thirst for water, 
       but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD. 

Men will stagger from sea to sea 
       and wander from north to east, 
       searching for the word of the LORD, 
       but they will not find it. 

"In that day 
       "the lovely young women and strong young men 
       will faint because of thirst.” 

The spiritual summer blaahs come from a famine of hearing the Word of God—a lack of the means of grace. They come when my schedule gets so busy that I don’t take time to study the Word on my own, go to church, or ponder my own sins and the glory of God. Left alone, they are invariably fatal, leading to eternal heat in hell.

Fortunately, spiritual summer blahs have a quick antidote—the blood of Jesus Christ, applied judiciously to the heart. This blood has power to wash away sin, and to declare new life and energy. This blood has strength to forgive and power to restore. And the message of this healing is found in the means of grace—the Scriptures in Word and Sacrament.

God grant us forgiveness for our shallow use of his Word, and strength to seek him often in the coming months!
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“a plumb line”
If you could choose one form of judgment, what would it be—locusts, fire, or a plumb line?

Locusts eat all that they see, and cause famine; fire burns up to ash, uncontrollably; but a line with a weight on the bottom? How is that a judgment?

The prophet Amos gave his choice and heard God’s judgment in Amos 7:

This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: He was preparing swarms of locusts after the king's share had been harvested and just as the second crop was coming up. When they had stripped the land clean, I cried out, "Sovereign LORD, forgive! How can Jacob survive? He is so small!" 

So the LORD relented. 
      "This will not happen," the LORD said. 

This is what the Sovereign LORD showed me: The Sovereign LORD was calling for judgment by fire; it dried up the great deep and devoured the land. Then I cried out, "Sovereign LORD, I beg you, stop! How can Jacob survive? He is so small!" 

So the LORD relented. 
      "This will not happen either," the Sovereign LORD said. 

This is what he showed me: The Lord was standing by a wall that had been built true to plumb, with a plumb line in his hand. And the LORD asked me, "What do you see, Amos?" 
      "A plumb line," I replied. 
      Then the Lord said, "Look, I am setting a plumb line among my people Israel; I will spare them no longer.” 

A plumb line is a judgment when it is used to determine if a building or wall is straight. Since gravity pulls the weight straight down, a plumb line can indicate crookedness. Often, when an existing wall is built crooked, there is to alternative but to tear it down, for it will collapse of its own weight over time.

Israel was just such a “crooked wall.” The weight of their sins had bowed and bent their relationships with God and each other, and now they were not worth keeping. God set among the “the plumb line” of his perfect expectations, and found them wanting. Thus he would “spare them no longer.”

Lest we become proud, one wonders how well we line up to the perfect standards of God’s “plumb line.” Is every one of our deeds straight and right? Do we aim directly for heaven? Is our life built entirely upon God’s firm foundation of his Word?
Or do we more often find ourselves jutting out here and there? Perhaps we can see imperfections in our make-up and cracks in our perfection. At times, the weight of our sins and God’s holy demands may leave us feeling more like a pile of rubble. 

Because we all sin regularly, over time we will inevitably begin to show results from sin. This world is in a state of physical entropy, gradually decaying into chaos. We are naturally in a state of spiritual entropy, drifting away from God and finally decaying into eternal death in hell.

Because mankind could not stand this judgment, God sent his Son to this world to be perfect, strong and straight—to live a righteous life built on God’s commands and without a single flaw. He built up his life of holy deeds and perfect actions—and then died on the cross to declare mankind free from guilt and payment for its sins, and free to claim his perfect life as his own. That declaration is akin to the King of the World claiming an outhouse as his throne, for God in his holiness has declared us clean of sin, and fit for his kingdom, for the sake of Jesus. Astounding and incomprehensible as it may seem, through the atoning work of Christ, even our sinful errors are declared to be perfectly straight and God-pleasing.

Because Christ has lived up to God’s perfect standards for us, we need not fear the “plumb line.” Rather, we welcome the opportunity to hear about our sins, and to see our ongoing imperfection, for this opportunity encourages us to return time and time again to our Savior Jesus Christ. We also need not fear the final judgment day, for the judgment has been passed upon us, and we have been declared “not guilty” by reason of Christ’s death. Upon this death we build our lives and die our deaths. 

Ephesians 2 provides us that encouragement:

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members of God's household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.

Praise God for his “plumb line” of the Law, which helps me see my need for Christ!

Praise God more for his Son, our chief cornerstone! 
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“like the morning mist”
When is it not enough to say “I’m sorry?”

In the book of Hosea, we see a clear example of Israel’s shallow repentance to God. Hosea 6 quotes the children of Israel:

"Come, let us return to the LORD. 
       He has torn us to pieces 
       but he will heal us; 
       he has injured us 
       but he will bind up our wounds. 

After two days he will revive us; 
       on the third day he will restore us, 
       that we may live in his presence. 

Let us acknowledge the LORD; 
       let us press on to acknowledge him. 
       As surely as the sun rises, 
       he will appear; 
       he will come to us like the winter rains, 
       like the spring rains that water the earth." 

The children of Israel had learned some hard lessons during their slide into idolatry—including the lesson that God was very serious about his temple worship and sacrifices. As the people had prostituted themselves to foreign gods, the warnings and punishments from God had increased. Some began to see a need to give some credit to God—perhaps offer a few sacrifices and appease him. But even such half-hearted contrition fell under God’s wrath:

"What can I do with you, Ephraim? 
       What can I do with you, Judah? 
       Your love is like the morning mist, 
       like the early dew that disappears. 

Therefore I cut you in pieces with my prophets, 
       I killed you with the words of my mouth; 
       my judgments flashed like lightning upon you. 

For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, 
       and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.” 

The danger of such false religion is that it seeks to manipulate and deceive God by putting on a show of sorrow and repentance, while the sinful nature within is still hardened and unchanged. Such a hardness of heart may produce a fine outward appearance, by sacrifices and offerings, but soon disappears “like the morning mist.”
What is needed in the hearts of man is not mere outward show; what is needed is an inner crushing of the sinful nature. Such a crushing admits that it cannot do good; that it cannot be the kind of person God demands. Such a crushing comes about when the Law “kills” and “flashes like lightning” on us. Like the tax collector in the temple, it drives us to our knees to say, “God have mercy on me, a sinner.” It focuses on God, and not on me, and it is described in Psalm 51 as “a broken and contrite heart.” Such a heart God “will not despise.”

To such a heart, God speaks the comforting words found in Hosea 14:

Return, O Israel, to the LORD your God. 
       Your sins have been your downfall! 

Take words with you 
       and return to the LORD. 
       Say to him: 
       "Forgive all our sins 
       and receive us graciously, 
       that we may offer the fruit of our lips.

Assyria cannot save us; 
       we will not mount war-horses. 
       We will never again say 'Our gods' 
       to what our own hands have made, 
       for in you the fatherless find compassion." 

"I will heal their waywardness 
       and love them freely, 
       for my anger has turned away from them.” 

God’s response to such a heart, crushed and bleeding, is found in the person of Jesus Christ on the cross of Calvary. For there God poured out his eternal wrath on mankind for its shallow repentance and half-hearted contrition. There God’s anger was “turned away” from each person when it was turned towards his Son. There we find one who can save us, who can heal us, and who can bring us the forgiveness we so desperately need.
To view the cross of Christ is to see the solution for hardened hearts. To have that death credited to us as righteousness is to have that solution applied to our stony hearts, and to receive a “heart of flesh.” Only there do we receive mercy, and find strength, honesty and faith to show mercy and believe in a God of love.

Dear Lord, save us from our own lack of repentance! Dear Lord, forgive us and restore us!
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“able”
When hiring a person to do a job, certainly cost is a factor. You don’t want to pay more than you have to. Availability is also an important point. If the person does not have time to do the work, they aren’t much help. But probably the most important point for considering a person to do a job is whether they are able to carry out the task.

The book of Daniel, in the Old Testament, is a series of stories tied together by the key word “able.” The word appears nine times in Daniel. One such example is revealed to us in Daniel 3:

At this time some astrologers came forward and denounced the Jews. They said to King Nebuchadnezzar, "O king, live forever! You have issued a decree, O king, that everyone who hears the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music must fall down and worship the image of gold, and that whoever does not fall down and worship will be thrown into a blazing furnace. But there are some Jews whom you have set over the affairs of the province of Babylon—Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego—who pay no attention to you, O king. They neither serve your gods nor worship the image of gold you have set up." 

Furious with rage, Nebuchadnezzar summoned Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. So these men were brought before the king, and Nebuchadnezzar said to them, "Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, that you do not serve my gods or worship the image of gold I have set up? Now when you hear the sound of the horn, flute, zither, lyre, harp, pipes and all kinds of music, if you are ready to fall down and worship the image I made, very good. But if you do not worship it, you will be thrown immediately into a blazing furnace. Then what god will be able to rescue you from my hand?" 

Living in the land of exile, far from anyone who would take care of them, and challenged by the boastful king of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar, the three young Jews faced the wrath of the king and his proud question: “What god will be able to rescue you from my hand?” Their answer shows a Spirit-given faith in God’s “able-ness:”
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego replied to the king, "O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before you in this matter. If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up." 

Through faith, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego testified to the fact that God was indeed able to save them, and would do so if he chose to. They also testified that even if he did not, they would stay faithful to him. 

The world today, thousands of years later, is not so very different from ancient Babylon. Today the devil sends temptations in pairs to try and test us—first, to question whether God can really save us, and secondly, to urge to only trust in him if he proves his faithfulness through visible means. Both are sins, one because it doubts God, and the other because it tests Him; and the devil would be equally glad to have God’s children fall either way. He will even use dramatic and drastic means to get them to fall, for a soul is beyond value to him.

Fortunately for us, each soul is also beyond value to God as well. For that reason, he sent his Son to become man, to live a life free of the taint of sin, and to die a righteous and humble death on a cross in the place of every sinner. He chose to give up his own blood, that we might be saved. He chose to suffer hell, in our place, that we might live free from accusation. He was not only able to save us, but also willing to save us at the cost of his own life.

Through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, all mankind has been declared righteous in God’s sight. Through the sanctifying presence of the Holy Spirit, his children have that righteousness declared to be their own. They take on the name of Jesus, and gain his eternal protection. The fires of hell cannot daunt them, for they know that He has already freed them and will keep them safe until the end. 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego knew this, through faith; and through faith trusted that God was able to save them, and that only he deserved praise. Despite their sins, that same faith was blessed to see the Son of God in the flames with them, later in Daniel 3:

Then Nebuchadnezzar was furious with Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, and his attitude toward them changed. He ordered the furnace heated seven times hotter than usual and commanded some of the strongest soldiers in his army to tie up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and throw them into the blazing furnace. So these men, wearing their robes, trousers, turbans and other clothes, were bound and thrown into the blazing furnace. The king's command was so urgent and the furnace so hot that the flames of the fire killed the soldiers who took up Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, and these three men, firmly tied, fell into the blazing furnace. 

Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amazement and asked his advisers, "Weren't there three men that we tied up and threw into the fire?" 
      They replied, "Certainly, O king." 

He said, "Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the gods." 

Through faith, we see the Son of God suffer the flames of hell for us, and that image gives us courage to declare with these three believers, “The God we serve is able to save us!” May this be our good confession today and every day!
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“that they may live”

In Ezekiel 37, God showed Ezekiel a valley full of dry bones:

The hand of the LORD was upon me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of the LORD and set me in the middle of a valley; it was full of bones. He led me back and forth among them, and I saw a great many bones on the floor of the valley, bones that were very dry. He asked me, "Son of man, can these bones live?" 
      I said, "O Sovereign LORD, you alone know." 

Then he said to me, "Prophesy to these bones and say to them, 'Dry bones, hear the word of the LORD! This is what the Sovereign LORD says to these bones: I will make breath enter you, and you will come to life. I will attach tendons to you and make flesh come upon you and cover you with skin; I will put breath in you, and you will come to life. Then you will know that I am the LORD.' " 

So I prophesied as I was commanded. And as I was prophesying, there was a noise, a rattling sound, and the bones came together, bone to bone. I looked, and tendons and flesh appeared on them and skin covered them, but there was no breath in them. 

Although the bones had been joined together, they were not alive. This required the breath of the LORD:

Then he said to me, "Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to it, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe into these slain, that they may live.' " So I prophesied as he commanded me, and breath entered them; they came to life and stood up on their feet—a vast army. 

Then he said to me: "Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, 'Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.' Therefore prophesy and say to them: 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel. Then you, my people, will know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring you up from them. I will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you will know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it, declares the LORD.' "

The dry bones were not only the whole house of Israel; the dry bones are the whole world. Like Israel, mankind is by nature “dead in its sins and trespasses.” Despite our best efforts, we cannot show any signs of life. And the dryness of death would extend to eternity, for God demands a living, active, perfect life which we by nature cannot live.

That life comes from God should be no surprise, for “by his Word he created the heavens and the earth.” At creation he breathed into man and gave him life. We know that he is powerful to give life as he sees fit.

But what is surprising to people dead in their sins is the way in which that life comes to us. God chose, in his infinite wisdom and mercy, to become a living human being: to be born a baby, to be in a family, to grow up, to hunger and thirst, to bleed, and to die. He chose to come and live the truly obedient life in our place, as one of us. He chose to suffer physical and eternal death on the cross, so that we might once again live.

2 Corinthians 5 reminds us:

For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.
For dead people, the life from God has to come to us and bring us to life. It has to come from God and actively seek us. It has to raise us from the dead, and give us breath.

That breath is the Word of God preached by the Holy Spirit. Through the message of Jesus Christ, we are given this new life, and are made alive in Christ. In it he declares our sins forgiven and our relationship with God restored. He gives us this breath that we might “live…for him who died for them and was raised again.”

This breath comes to us through the preaching and teaching of the Word. It comes when we take the Lord’s Supper and when we are baptized. It comes to us despite our ongoing sinfulness and failures. It comes becomes God is at work, and had accomplished all that needed to be done.

One day, very soon, he will come to raise physical bones to physical life, and to send them to their eternal fate. Until that day we can rest secure, knowing that we have been given spiritual life that leads to our own homeland of heaven. Praise God for his life-giving breath, given to my dead bones!
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“Then they will know that I am the LORD.”
Do you know God? Chances are that you do. According to some surveys, up to 90% of Americans acknowledge a higher power in their lives. This corresponds with the revealed Word of God found in Psalm 14: “The fool says in his heart, “There is no God.’ “

But do you know God? Although many people express a tenuous knowledge of a God, they also tend to express a profound ignorance of who that God is or what he teaches. This also demonstrates itself clearly in our modern society, as people debate things that are clearly taught in God’s Word as being wrong. They seem to know God, but not know God.
To people who do not know God, or who choose not to learn who God is, the book of Ezekiel has a solution—“Then you will know that I am the LORD.” This phrase is repeated 27 times in the book of Ezekiel, each time after God chooses to reveal himself to sinners in his power. But none of those are perhaps more poignant than Ezekiel 24:

The word of the LORD came to me: "Son of man, with one blow I am about to take away from you the delight of your eyes. Yet do not lament or weep or shed any tears. Groan quietly; do not mourn for the dead. Keep your turban fastened and your sandals on your feet; do not cover the lower part of your face or eat the customary food of mourners." 

So I spoke to the people in the morning, and in the evening my wife died. The next morning I did as I had been commanded. 

To lose his wife, “the delight of his eyes,” must have been a heavy blow for Ezekiel. Chapter 24 continues with the response from the people of Israel:

Then the people asked me, "Won't you tell us what these things have to do with us?" 

So I said to them, "The word of the LORD came to me: Say to the house of Israel, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I am about to desecrate my sanctuary—the stronghold in which you take pride, the delight of your eyes, the object of your affection. The sons and daughters you left behind will fall by the sword. And you will do as I have done. You will not cover the lower part of your face or eat the customary food of mourners . You will keep your turbans on your heads and your sandals on your feet. You will not mourn or weep but will waste away because of your sins and groan among yourselves. Ezekiel will be a sign to you; you will do just as he has done. When this happens, you will know that I am the Sovereign LORD.' 

"And you, son of man, on the day I take away their stronghold, their joy and glory, the delight of their eyes, their heart's desire, and their sons and daughters as well- on that day a fugitive will come to tell you the news. At that time your mouth will be opened; you will speak with him and will no longer be silent. So you will be a sign to them, and they will know that I am the LORD."

The children of Israel would experience a loss just as grievous as Ezekiel’s—they would lose their temple, the visible sign of God’s grace among them, “the delight of their eyes, their heart’s desire.” But even as they experienced that loss, they would not mourn it, for they themselves would be taken into exile by the Babylonians. There, having experienced loss upon loss, they would know who the LORD is.
As sinful people living in a sinful world, we also experience pain and hardship. Such hardships may come singularly, or so fast and furious that we barely can cope with their onslaught. But all of them serve the purpose of reminding us about God. For like the ancient Israelites, part of our sin is to forget the full extent of God’s glory and majesty, and to begin to take him for granted. We often put him on the back burner, and assume that we can live our lives without reference to him. But he is God, and will not be ignored. He teaches us in life’s suffering that he is the LORD who controls and moves all things.

But even that information really does not help us—by itself it merely drives us to despair. Only on the scene of the crucifixion do we get any insight into God’s nature that does us good. For on Calvary God placed his Son, his only beloved Son, on a cross of shame and hell to suffer for our forgetfulness and self-worship. There he cast away the delight of his own eyes, and replaced him with us. There he showed himself to be the LORD of love.

Through baptism, the Holy Spirit came to me and taught me to “know God” in a much more personal way—to know him as Savior and LORD in faith. That same baptism comforts me in my sin, forgives me in error, and reassures me of a blessed reunion before the LORD when this life of trial and difficulty is over. 

All day, every day, God holds out his means of grace for us to learn about him. Through these means, we “will know that He is the LORD.” God grant us the wisdom to use them often, the humility to admit our own failures to know the LORD, and the forgiveness in his blood to cover over those sins with his perfect sacrifice. 
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“the glory of the LORD departed…”
Mosquitoes can’t seem to stand the smell of certain chemicals—it drives them far away. Some burrowing animals keep away from gardens planted with horseradish. And crows can be kept away from corn by the old traditional scarecrow, or the newer plastic owls.

People, too, put up defenses against unwelcome intrusions—they screen phone calls, put “do no solicit” signs on doors, and filter out spam e-mails—all to get rid of people they don’t want to meet.
But how does someone drive away God?

The book of Ezekiel tells us how Israel drove away God in chapter 8:

In the sixth year, in the sixth month on the fifth day, while I was sitting in my house and the elders of Judah were sitting before me, the hand of the Sovereign LORD came upon me there. I looked, and I saw a figure like that of a man. From what appeared to be his waist down he was like fire, and from there up his appearance was as bright as glowing metal. He stretched out what looked like a hand and took me by the hair of my head. The Spirit lifted me up between earth and heaven and in visions of God he took me to Jerusalem, to the entrance to the north gate of the inner court, where the idol that provokes to jealousy stood. And there before me was the glory of the God of Israel, as in the vision I had seen in the plain. 

Then he said to me, "Son of man, look toward the north." So I looked, and in the entrance north of the gate of the altar I saw this idol of jealousy. 

And he said to me, "Son of man, do you see what they are doing—the utterly detestable things the house of Israel is doing here, things that will drive me far from my sanctuary?”
The nation of Israel had built idols to foreign gods, despite the LORD’s 1st Commandment imperitive to “worship the LORD your God and serve him only.” They burned incense to these gods, prayed to them, offered sacrifices to them, and thought about them constantly. Their dedication to other “gods that are no gods at all” was such that they even set them up in the sanctuary of the LORD. The result of this persistent idolatry was described in Ezekiel 10:
Then the glory of the LORD departed from over the threshold of the temple and stopped above the cherubim. While I watched, the cherubim spread their wings and rose from the ground, and as they went, the wheels went with them. They stopped at the entrance to the east gate of the LORD's house, and the glory of the God of Israel was above them. 

The visible representation of God’s presence left the temple, as God had said. Through their denial of God, they had driven God away.

Once God’s visible presence had been driven away, the temple was an empty shell, fit only for destruction. Thus when it was destroyed by the Babylonians, it really meant nothing, for the true glory of that temple had long gone, when the presence of the LORD departed.

As it was with the temple, so it is with each person. Although God is almighty, because of his mercy and love he does not force us to follow him or love him. Rather, he comes to us through the “gentle whisper” of the Gospel. If we hear the Word of God, and reject it, we can also drive away the presence of God from our lives. Then we, too, become empty shells, still perhaps looking glossy and golden, but desolate and fit only for eternal destruction.

By ourselves, we would certainly all turn from God and drive him away, for we are sinful people who anger him by our idolatry. For that reason, God chose his Son from eternity to come and be a man with us—to live among us, to talk to us and heal us, to teach us and to guide us. He chose his Son to be the new Temple of his mercy, which was built by a life of pious acts and righteous deeds. And then, in his great love, he tore down that Temple of his body for our sake, punishing him for our misdeeds. He poured out his wrath on his beloved Son, and satisfied his great anger. After Christ had died, he “rebuilt” his temple through resurrection, with us as his body and his new priests. I Peter 2 describes our new relationship this way:
As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says: 
   "See, I lay a stone in Zion, 
      a chosen and precious cornerstone, 
   and the one who trusts in him 
      will never be put to shame."
The spiritual sacrifices of God are “a broken and contrite heart,” Psalm 51 tells us. When we hear God’s Word and understand the extent of our sins, we draw near to the Savior who died for us. When we hear about his love and kindness for his people, we grow in faith and trust. Through his means of grace Christ draws near to us, and keeps us with him in a new relationship of love and peace.

At any time, I can turn from faith and walk away from this new Temple, spurning his love and rejecting his covenant. But he will not turn from me, for he is faithful to the end. His new Temple is built not on my actions, but in spite of them, and it will last because He is the “chosen and precious cornerstone” of God’s love and presence with us. May we never, by our words or actions, drive God away and “be put to shame.” May we always, through faith, cherish and lean on the Living Stone of Calvary.
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“Who can heal you?”

I suppose there will always be debate over the fundamental emotion accompanying medical care—whether it is hope or dismay. One might look at the advances in treatment, at new drugs and treatments, and feel that some diseases that seemed so crippling in the past have really been conquered. Yet for each “cured” disease, there are always new ones popping up, and some seem to defy easy treatment. Furthermore, as each individual gets older it seems that the body breaks down just that little bit more and makes more medical care necessary.

The debate of hope vs. dismay also gripped the nation of Israel during Jeremiah’s time. They knew that things were not going well, and looked various places for treatment. Unfortunately, the medicine they needed was not what they found. Lamentations 2 tells us:

My eyes fail from weeping, 
       I am in torment within, 
       my heart is poured out on the ground 
       because my people are destroyed, 
       because children and infants faint 
       in the streets of the city. 

They say to their mothers, 
       "Where is bread and wine?" 
       as they faint like wounded men 
       in the streets of the city, 
       as their lives ebb away 
       in their mothers' arms. 

What can I say for you? 
       With what can I compare you, 
       O Daughter of Jerusalem? 
       To what can I liken you, 
       that I may comfort you, 
       O Virgin Daughter of Zion? 
       Your wound is as deep as the sea. 
       Who can heal you? 

The visions of your prophets 
       were false and worthless; 
       they did not expose your sin 
       to ward off your captivity. 
       The oracles they gave you 
       were false and misleading.

The wound of the people of Israel was as “deep as the sea,” and defied treatment. Because of this wound, the people were “destroyed,” and the mothers watched as their lives “ebbed away.” The root cause was prophets who did not “expose (their) sin,” so that they could know the truth and “ward off your captivity.”
In that sense, the prophets of Israel were like unfaithful doctors who lazily misdiagnose a disease, or who know the disease but lie about it to avoid unpleasantness. They did not point to the problem of sin, and so the people were destroyed.

Such “lying prophets” also exist today—as a matter of fact, one lives in my heart right now. It wants to misdiagnose my problem as being diet or emotion or stress or, well, anything that avoids the truth of my own sin and its terrible consequences. It seeks to cast the blame for my sins anywhere else but where it belongs—on me, and on my wretched immorality. In this way, also, my wound is deep and my disease seemingly incurable.
For in such admission we also see the key to the cure. Lamentations 3 points out that this truth is the very treatment we need:

I called on your name, O LORD, 
       from the depths of the pit. 

You heard my plea: "Do not close your ears 
       to my cry for relief." 

You came near when I called you, 
       and you said, "Do not fear." 

O Lord, you took up my case; 
       you redeemed my life. 

Like a faithful and loving physician, the Lord took up our case and brought us back from our sin. He did this when he was born a man, and lived a holy life in our place. His death on our behalf took on himself every sin and self-justification, and paid for them with his holy and precious blood. In doing so, he became “disease” for us that we might not be slaves to “disease.” By his death he redeemed us from ourselves.

In the waters of baptism he placed his name upon us, and made the treatment our own. They are the healing waters of the Holy Spirit, which forgive our every sin and heal our every sickness. And they wash us clean to eternal life with him.

When we see the extent of our own sin, we might also be tempted to ask, “Who can heal us?” The answer is not found among men, but rather among one who became man that we might be “sons of the living God.” May we always turn to the great physician of our souls for our spiritual care!
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“You must drink it!”

Are you thirsty? If so, what would you like to drink?

Living in our modern refrigerated, sanitized, “plasticized” society, the choices we have in beverages are staggering. The other day I was at the grocery store, and saw hundreds of different choices for something to drink, from milk to soda to wine to beer. But I also saw some things there that could not be recommended as drinking beverages—household cleaners, detergent, ammonia, and so forth. Only the most careless person would drink such a thing.

Among the recurring pictures of the Bible, the idea of “drinking a cup” is a common one. It appears in Jeremiah 25 as a picture of God’s wrath, a cup that no one wants to drink:
This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, said to me: "Take from my hand this cup filled with the wine of my wrath and make all the nations to whom I send you drink it. When they drink it, they will stagger and go mad because of the sword I will send among them." 

So I took the cup from the LORD's hand and made all the nations to whom he sent me drink it: Jerusalem and the towns of Judah, its kings and officials, to make them a ruin and an object of horror and scorn and cursing, as they are today; Pharaoh king of Egypt, his attendants, his officials and all his people, and all the foreign people there; all the kings of Uz; all the kings of the Philistines (those of Ashkelon, Gaza, Ekron, and the people left at Ashdod Edom, Moab and Ammon; all the kings of Tyre and Sidon; the kings of the coastlands across the sea; Dedan, Tema, Buz and all who are in distant places; all the kings of Arabia and all the kings of the foreign people who live in the desert; all the kings of Zimri, Elam and Media; and all the kings of the north, near and far, one after the other—all the kingdoms on the face of the earth. And after all of them, the king of Sheshach will drink it too. 

"Then tell them, 'This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: Drink, get drunk and vomit, and fall to rise no more because of the sword I will send among you.' But if they refuse to take the cup from your hand and drink, tell them, 'This is what the LORD Almighty says: You must drink it!’ “
The cup filled with “the wine of (God’s) wrath” was given to Jeremiah to pass around, and the command was given by God that “you must drink it!” The result was that the people “get drunk and vomit, and fall to rise no more.” There was no avoidance or substitution allowed, for the sins of the people had reached full measure. They would now suffer for those sins, first on earth at the hands of the Babylonians, and then eternally in hell.

It would be a particularly unthinking or self-absorbed person who might assume that even though all of these nations were told “You must drink it!” that he can avoid drinking from this same cup. The Bible tells us that “all men have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” and that “the wages of sin is death.” By nature we all deserve the cup of God’s wrath described in Revelation 14:
A second angel followed and said, "Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great, which made all the nations drink the maddening wine of her adulteries." 

A third angel followed them and said in a loud voice: "If anyone worships the beast and his image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand, he, too, will drink of the wine of God's fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever.” 

Such a cup terrifies any who view it. To drink such a cup is far more poisonous than any other substance. To continue to drink it eternally is a fate almost beyond comprehension.

When Jesus was preparing to go to the cross, as he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, he also used the imagery of the cup to plead with his heavenly Father. Mark 14 records his prayer:

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

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

The Father’s response to his perfect Son’s request? “You must drink it!” Jesus had come to this world to live without sin, and he had done that task well. But now he must drain the cup of God’s wrath to the very bottom, to suffer the “burning sulfur” of the Father’s rejection while he hung on the cross, dying for every sin of every person. Not a drop would remain when he proclaimed “It is finished!” Only then would the wrath of God be appeased, and would mankind’s sins be paid for completely. 
When I come to the Lord’s supper, I come to a different cup—a cup of God’s blood, “given and poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins.” The cup of God’s wrath has been removed from my hands, and given to my Savior. His blood, shed on the cross on my behalf, takes away my sins and gives me “life and salvation.”

I may not be physically thirsty right now, but I am spiritually thirsty now, and always, for this cup—the cup of forgiveness of sins given to me by the hand of a loving Savior. May we drink of it often, and relish it for the forgiveness of sins it brings!
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“It’s no use.”
To early Christian writers such as Augustine, the most deadly of the mortal sins of the middle ages was the sin of despair. This sin was considered among the worst because of its nature—to despair is to turn your back on God’s grace, and to assume that he does not have power or desire to forgive. To despair is to surrender to the power of the devil, and to despise the power of God.

In our society, despair is perhaps best characterized by a person who considers suicide. That person has decided that life no longer should be lived, and has considered that death would be preferable. Rejecting the command of God that only he can take away a life He has given, the person might decide to “play God” and kill himself. Such thoughts can quickly lead to action, and leave a lifelong legacy of hurt for the survivors.

Even though God preaches his law forthrightly and condemns sin clearly, he does not push us into despair. Rather, his law is designed to teach us to turn from our own sins, and to turn to him. Jeremiah 18 describes God’s desire and mankind’s response:

This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD : "Go down to the potter's house, and there I will give you my message." So I went down to the potter's house, and I saw him working at the wheel. But the pot he was shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so the potter formed it into another pot, shaping it as seemed best to him. 

Then the word of the LORD came to me: "O house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter does?" declares the LORD. "Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel. If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned. And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it. 

"Now therefore say to the people of Judah and those living in Jerusalem, 'This is what the LORD says: Look! I am preparing a disaster for you and devising a plan against you. So turn from your evil ways, each one of you, and reform your ways and your actions.' But they will reply, 'It's no use. We will continue with our own plans; each of us will follow the stubbornness of his evil heart.' " 

As the master “potter,” God has control of all destinies. He makes and shapes each person, and works out the events according to his will. Jeremiah describes each person “like clay in the hands of the potter,” ready to be molded and shaped for a purpose.

Yet God also allows mankind to participate in this process, by seeking to use the events of life to turn us to Him, and to “repent of its evil.” In his grace and mercy he shapes events for our spiritual good.
Unfortunately, an all-too common response to God’s shaping is to proclaim, “It’s no use. We will continue…” Like a drunk on a horse, mankind tends to fall first on the side of rebellion and then off the opposite side of despair. Try as we might, it is solely outside our power to cooperate in any way with the work of the potter in shaping our lives.

This is why our God had to come to earth “in appearance as a man” and become a servant. This is why he had to live a life of perfect utility and service to the Father. This is why he had to be thrown away into the fires of hell while he suffered on the cross, for humans who just could not seem to get it right. Through his death, we are declared righteous and free from sin; through baptism that freedom is placed on us, and we are given the perfect obedience and new relationship with the Father. No more shaping is needed, for the proclamation of Jesus from the cross, “It is finished!” is applied to us as his children.
Jesus’ crucifixion has power to destroy the spiritual pride of mankind, like it did for the thief on the cross. It also has power to lift a person out of despair, as it did for that same thief. That power is ours through the message of Christ’s death on our behalf.

For a Christian, there is a use to everything—to my sins, which are an ongoing reality; to God’s stern law, which drives me to admit my own failures and imperfections; to God’s gracious Good News, which announces the forgiveness of my sins; to Christ’s resurrection, which assures me of a place with God in heaven. God grant that, when we fall into despair (and we will) we neither try to “pull ourselves up” nor let ourselves fall, but rather flee to the cross of Christ and there find meaning, comfort and peace with God, and with ourselves.
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“all day long”

Are you working more than you have in the past? If you are a typical American, the answer might be “yes.” According to researchers, Americans have surged in the number of hours they spend working, leaving behind Europe, and beginning to approach Asian numbers. In 2002, the average American worked 1815 hours a year, compared to 1545 in France and 1444 in Germany. (http://money.cnn.com/2003/10/06/pf/work_less/)
But are you working as hard as you can? Probably not. If you thought about it, you could likely shave corners and squeeze in more time. You might even abandon some things that are optional to have more time to work. 

But no matter how much you finessed your schedule, and how hard you worked, you could never work as hard as God. He works all day long.

Isaiah 65 points out the ceaseless work of God:

"I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me; 
       I was found by those who did not seek me. 
       To a nation that did not call on my name, 
       I said, 'Here am I, here am I.' 

All day long I have held out my hands 
       to an obstinate people, 
       who walk in ways not good, 
       pursuing their own imaginations- 

a people who continually provoke me 
       to my very face, 
       offering sacrifices in gardens 
       and burning incense on altars of brick; 

who sit among the graves 
       and spend their nights keeping secret vigil; 
       who eat the flesh of pigs, 
       and whose pots hold broth of unclean meat; 

who say, 'Keep away; don't come near me, 
       for I am too sacred for you!' 
       Such people are smoke in my nostrils, 
       a fire that keeps burning all day. 

Isaiah testifies that God works “all day long” holding out his hands to a “stubborn and obstinate people.” He reveals himself through his Word, and the Holy Spirit works in the hearts of all men through that Word. Such relentless and ceaseless energy is necessary, because mankind also works “24/7” at its task—sinning. Isaiah tells us that God’s people “continually provoke” Him, and “spend their nights keeping secret vigil.” Their sins are a fire that “keeps burning all day.” 
Left to ourselves, this ceaseless activity of God’s power would finally crush us in our sins, and leave us to the eternal fires of hell. No amount of work or effort could change that certain fate. But we are not left to ourselves, for another had come to work relentless at his “alien task”—Jesus Christ, our Savior. As God, he was constantly at work being perfect. He never once took a day off from his task of being the “lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” And having lived a perfectly consistent life, he then died for each and every sin of the each and every person. His payment for our sins was complete when he died. He ascended into heaven, and even now ceaselessly rules the world and justifies sinners through his atoning death. He continues to work all things out for our good, and prepares our hearts for his imminent return.

Such relentless love and lasting mercy moves us to proclaim with David in Psalm 25:

 To you, O LORD, I lift up my soul; 

 in you I trust, O my God. 
       Do not let me be put to shame, 
       nor let my enemies triumph over me. 

 No one whose hope is in you 
       will ever be put to shame, 
       but they will be put to shame 
       who are treacherous without excuse. 

 Show me your ways, O LORD, 
       teach me your paths; 

 guide me in your truth and teach me, 
       for you are God my Savior, 
       and my hope is in you all day long. 

The law and gospel of Jesus Christ work all day every day, for our spiritual good; we do not need to save ourselves by our own “works.” God grant us the understanding to accept this truth, the confidence to trust in God’s work, and the peace that comes from a Savior whose work has been done, completely, for us.
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“I have sworn never to be angry again…”

Many people make New Year’s resolutions, but at the middle of the year, in July, is the time to ask how well they are being kept.

A few ill-considered resolutions likely die a quick death. Others may hold on for a month or two. Some continue to persist for months, and an occasional one becomes part of our lifestyle. But how many of us could make a resolution never to be angry again?

Do we have such control over our emotions? Can we stop ourselves from sinning? Can we really make such a promise?

No. 
But God can, and does, Isaiah 54:

For your Maker is your husband— 
       the LORD Almighty is his name— 
       the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer; 
       he is called the God of all the earth. 

The LORD will call you back 
       as if you were a wife deserted and distressed in spirit— 
       a wife who married young, 
       only to be rejected," says your God. 

"For a brief moment I abandoned you, 
       but with deep compassion I will bring you back. 

In a surge of anger 
       I hid my face from you for a moment, 
       but with everlasting kindness 
       I will have compassion on you," 
       says the LORD your Redeemer. 

"To me this is like the days of Noah, 
       when I swore that the waters of Noah would never again cover the earth. 
       So now I have sworn not to be angry with you, 
       never to rebuke you again. 

Though the mountains be shaken 
       and the hills be removed, 
       yet my unfailing love for you will not be shaken 
       nor my covenant of peace be removed," 
       says the LORD, who has compassion on you. 

God’s parable compares his nation to an unfaithful wife, and he is the husband. When the children of Israel had forgotten their vows and become adulterous, he in his anger had cast them away and “abandoned” them. But now he brought them back and made a tremendous promise—never to be angry with them again. He promised to show “everlasting kindness” and “unfailing peace.” 

What a promise! Such words might make a mere human blush; but when God speaks, he speaks with authority and certainty. He who knows and works out the future can make such a promise and uphold it. His track record of 100% accuracy and faithfulness prove his steadfastness.

As God’s “wife,” we also have been unfaithful because of our sinfulness. We also have flirted with other gods (who are no gods at all) and been led into spiritual adultery. Like the children of Israel, such breaking of our vows deserves his eternal wrath.

When Jesus came into the world, it was “to seek and save the lost.” He was Immanuel, “God with us,” who came to us in our sin and showed the love and mercy of the Father in flesh. His life was perfectly faithful; his death was for our faithlessness. His resurrection and ascension took him back to his throne in heaven to intercede for us on the basis of his blood. And those pleas for us have moved the Father to promise his unfailing love to us.
That unfailing love is ours in spite of our ongoing sins, for it clings to the cross of Christ and calls his redemption our own. This unfailing love is ours regardless of our riches, wisdom, or intellect. This unfailing love was placed on us in baptism, and will take us unhindered to the heavenly wedding on the final day.

And if we should begin to doubt the extent of his love, or fear the power of our sins, we need only look to the love of God at Calvary, and hear the words of God again, “So now I have sworn not to be angry with you, never to rebuke you again.”
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“Here is your God!”

My youngest daughter and I had a game of “who’s your daddy?” this past weekend.

The game is played this way:

She said to me, “You’re my daddy!”  I replied back to her, “You’re my daddy?”

She responded, “No, I am not your daddy!”  I replied, “I am not your daddy?”

And so on.

A game like this is fun, as long as it is only a game. If there were any real doubt, it would cease to be fun, and would start to be scary. No one likes to be in suspense about their father.

Spiritually speaking, God leaves no doubt as to his role in our lives as he reveals himself in his Word. He does not hedge or tease—he is our heavenly Father, and we are his children. He is the Creator, and we are the created. He is almighty, we are limited. Isaiah 40 points out man’s limited nature:
A voice says, "Cry out." 
       And I said, "What shall I cry?" 
       "All men are like grass, 
       and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. 

The grass withers and the flowers fall, 
       because the breath of the LORD blows on them. 
       Surely the people are grass. 

The grass withers and the flowers fall, 
       but the word of our God stands forever." 

In contrast, Isaiah 40 also points out God’s unlimited power and concern:

You who bring good tidings to Zion, 
       go up on a high mountain. 
       You who bring good tidings to Jerusalem, 
       lift up your voice with a shout, 
       lift it up, do not be afraid; 
       say to the towns of Judah, 
       "Here is your God!" 

See, the Sovereign LORD comes with power, 
       and his arm rules for him. 
       See, his reward is with him, 
       and his recompense accompanies him. 

He tends his flock like a shepherd: 
       He gathers the lambs in his arms 
       and carries them close to his heart; 
       he gently leads those that have young. 

For sinful man, there is always the tendency to want to minimize God and elevate man. At times this is done through the praise of man and his abilities; at other times it is accomplished through ignoring or twisting God’s Word. Any such sinful effort achieves only the end result of destroying our relationship with God and driving us to a place of punishment reserved for profligate sons of a ruling father.
The heavenly Father does not wish to destroy his children, but rather to save the world from itself. For this reason he sent his Son from heaven to be with man, and to reveal the Father to an obstinate people. Jesus commended himself to his Father’s will, obeying it perfectly, and testified through his words and life to the glory of his Father. He healed diseases and cared for souls. He then died at the hands of sinful man on the cross of shame, paying for our rebellion and opening a lasting Way to the Father. By his blood we are declared righteous. By our baptism we are once again called his children.
The work of Jesus Christ clearly shows us a Father of love, and reminds us that in him we find our peace. Isaiah 40 tells us:

Comfort, comfort my people, 
       says your God. 

Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, 
       and proclaim to her 
       that her hard service has been completed, 
       that her sin has been paid for, 
       that she has received from the LORD's hand 
       double for all her sins. 

Jesus paid for our sins, and the comfort of a new relationship with the Father is ours through his atoning act. The redeeming death of the Christ shows us clearly who our Father is, and reminds us that we are his beloved children. We need not doubt. God grant that every time we ponder our sins and our Savior, we come to the same conclusion: That here indeed is our God!
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“To the law and to the testimony!”

It was about a year and a half ago that I stopped watching the nightly news on television. About that same time I cut back on my newspaper reading. It was all getting to be too much.

About that same time I also decided to get my daily news from a different source—from God’s Word. Although this may seem foolish, it has much to recommend it:

1) It puts me in touch with the God of history, who is still actively working all things out for his plans.

2) It lets me understand sinful human nature, which is the (unfortunate) basis of much of what goes on in the news.

3) It allows me to obey the words of God found in Isaiah 8:

The LORD spoke to me with his strong hand upon me, warning me not to follow the way of this people. He said: 

"Do not call conspiracy 
       everything that these people call conspiracy; 
       do not fear what they fear, 
       and do not dread it. 

The LORD Almighty is the one you are to regard as holy, 
       he is the one you are to fear, 
       he is the one you are to dread, 

and he will be a sanctuary; 
       but for both houses of Israel he will be 
       a stone that causes men to stumble 
       and a rock that makes them fall. 
       And for the people of Jerusalem he will be 
       a trap and a snare. 

Many of them will stumble; 
       they will fall and be broken, 
       they will be snared and captured." 

Bind up the testimony 
       and seal up the law among my disciples. 

I will wait for the LORD, 
       who is hiding his face from the house of Jacob. 
       I will put my trust in him. 

Here am I, and the children the LORD has given me. We are signs and symbols in Israel from the LORD Almighty, who dwells on Mount Zion. 

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

The book of Isaiah testifies clearly that not all that mankind says is true. The world lives in darkness, and has “no light of dawn.” Because they reject the God who knows the truth and tells the truth, the have to seek after “mediums and spiritists, who whisper and mutter.” But even then the news they hear causes them spiritual harm, and leads them farther from God. 
The book of Isaiah, does however, point to some “good news,” found in chapter 9:

Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan- 

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

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

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

The good news of God is that Jesus has come to be a “great light” that shines in a dark world. His shining life and his triumphant death cast away the darkness of our souls, and established his throne of grace in our hearts now and forever in heaven. He is the answer to the problem of sin, and his life and death are news that I can use today and every day.

God grant us his grace to seek the “news” of Jesus and his forgiveness of sins daily in His Word!
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“like a weaned child”
The other day someone told me about her “peaceful” moments. She takes a cup of coffee, sits by the window with the morning sun streaming in, and reads. This is her time of quiet before a very busy day, and she follows it as a morning routine. But that is not what brings her peace. The fact that she is reading God’s Word brings her peace.

One can read about many attempts to find peace in our world—from delegations to treaties to negotiations. People pay millions of dollars to counselors and “spiritual advisors” to make peace with themselves. Others go on vacations to “get away from it all,” and find quiet. But none of these things brings peace. Only God’s Word brings peace.

Jesus said as much in John 14:

Jesus replied, "If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. He who does not love me will not obey my teaching. These words you hear are not my own; they belong to the Father who sent me. 

"All this I have spoken while still with you. But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” 

While this world seeks peace in external things, God’s children find their peace in Him. While this world looks at treaties, the followers of Jesus seek his atoning payment on the cross as the only way to gather sinners. The peace of the world leads to eternal death—the peace of Jesus comes from the Spirit and brings forgiveness of sins, life and salvation.

As children of God, then, living in a sinful world, it is valuable for us to remember the one source of peace—Jesus Christ—and the one God-given way of knowing Him—the means of grace in Word and Sacrament. Then we can pray the prayer of Psalm 131, with the peace of God within us:

My heart is not proud, O LORD, 
       my eyes are not haughty; 
       I do not concern myself with great matters 
       or things too wonderful for me. 

But I have stilled and quieted my soul; 
       like a weaned child with its mother, 
       like a weaned child is my soul within me. 

O Israel, put your hope in the LORD 
       both now and forevermore.
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“too much”
OK, I admit it. I have too much stuff.
I know I have too much because I can’t keep track of everything I have. I look around for it, and I can’t find it. I look in a box and think to myself, “Huh, when did I get that?” or “Wow, I wonder what that is for?”

The book of Proverbs, full of wise sayings, warns against the problem of “too much.” Proverbs 30 says:

The sayings of Agur son of Jakeh—an oracle: 
       This man declared to Ithiel, 
       to Ithiel and to Ucal: 

"I am the most ignorant of men; 
       I do not have a man's understanding. 

I have not learned wisdom, 
       nor have I knowledge of the Holy One. 

Who has gone up to heaven and come down? 
       Who has gathered up the wind in the hollow of his hands? 
       Who has wrapped up the waters in his cloak? 
       Who has established all the ends of the earth? 
       What is his name, and the name of his son? 
       Tell me if you know! 

"Every word of God is flawless; 
       he is a shield to those who take refuge in him. 

Do not add to his words, 
       or he will rebuke you and prove you a liar. 

"Two things I ask of you, O LORD; 
       do not refuse me before I die: 

Keep falsehood and lies far from me; 
       give me neither poverty nor riches, 
       but give me only my daily bread. 

Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you 
       and say, 'Who is the LORD ?' 
       Or I may become poor and steal, 
       and so dishonor the name of my God. 

Owning too many physical possessions can lead me to “have too much” and “disown (God),” and to say “Who is the LORD?” It can lead me to become so enamored of my possessions that I look to them as a god. Then I fall under the judgment of Jesus in Matthew 6:24:

"No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.”
But even more dangerous is the owning of too many random thoughts, personal opinions, and half-baked ideas about God. Like physical possessions, they seem to accumulate and clutter up the attic of my mind. They crowd out the truth of God’s Word and focus my thoughts inward on my own ideas. Left to accumulate, they may become just as much a master of me as physical possessions. For this reason, the writer of the proverbs reminds us “not to add to his words” or “he may rebuke you.” And the rebuke would be well deserved, for like the writer, I have to admit that “I am the most ignorant of men.”

But by the grace of God I am not left in the morass of my own half-religious ideas about God. Because mankind is incapable of keeping God straight, God sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to reveal the glory of the Father completely and clearly. He became the “Word made flesh” to show the love of God through words and deeds. He kept his life clean of any spiritual debris that would damage his relationship with the Father, and then went to the cross without sin to “be sin for us.” In doing so, he took on himself all the false thoughts and rationalizations in our hearts and suffered hell for them. The river of blood and water that flowed from his side declared the world righteous.
Through baptism, that righteousness is given to us. The waters of baptism flow over our thoughts and hearts, washing them and cleaning them out. And the holy acts of Jesus are put in their place, as a free gift of the Spirit.

If you are like me, you probably need to clean out a few possessions. But more important for both of us is the need to clean out a few thoughts. Through the means of grace, God daily washes away sin and gives us a fresh start in Christ Jesus. And that is not too little, nor too much, but just enough for us to live, and die, well.
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 “it is marvelous in our eyes”

On  July 4th, Americans celebrate a legacy of independence, handed down for over a hundred years. We blow off fireworks, have parades and picnics, and spend time with family. In a sense, it is all very moving, for we are glad to be free. In another sense, it is odd to think that what people did 200+ years ago is still being celebrated. One might even think that it is a bit silly, because our freedom in an ongoing thing—so why celebrate it only one day?

As children of God, we also have been given another, older, legacy—a legacy of spiritual freedom. This goes back thousands of years, and was purchased for us by the work of one man, Jesus Christ, who lived without sin and died for our sin. When he rose from the dead, he  proclaimed his victory over the devil and hell, and showed that he had won freedom from death and “brought life and immortality to light.”
As heirs of this promise, we celebrate it every time we gather together to worship Him, and every time we hear in his Word the story of his struggle and victory. We celebrate it every time we ponder our baptism, where he made us citizens of a heavenly kingdom and called us his own. We celebrate it every time we join in taking his body and blood, “given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins.”

So this Fourth of July, I propose a celebration of God’s Word, found in Psalm 118:

The LORD is my strength and my song; 
       he has become my salvation. 

Shouts of joy and victory 
       resound in the tents of the righteous: 
       "The LORD's right hand has done mighty things! 

The LORD's right hand is lifted high; 
       the LORD's right hand has done mighty things!" 

I will not die but live, 
       and will proclaim what the LORD has done. 

The LORD has chastened me severely, 
       but he has not given me over to death. 

Open for me the gates of righteousness; 
       I will enter and give thanks to the LORD. 

This is the gate of the LORD 
       through which the righteous may enter. 

I will give you thanks, for you answered me; 
       you have become my salvation. 

The stone the builders rejected 
       has become the capstone; 

the LORD has done this, 
       and it is marvelous in our eyes. 

This is the day the LORD has made; 
       let us rejoice and be glad in it. 

O LORD, save us; 
       O LORD, grant us success. 

Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD. 
       From the house of the LORD we bless you. 

The LORD is God, 
       and he has made his light shine upon us. 
       With boughs in hand, join in the festal procession 
       up to the horns of the altar. 

You are my God, and I will give you thanks; 
       you are my God, and I will exalt you. 

Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; 
       his love endures forever.
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“free yourself”

So I came back from a week’s worth of vacation, and the grass in our yard was long! In addition, the garden now had weeds in it. Finally, the refrigerator was as empty as when we left it, and the bills had not been paid. It was all very disappointing…

Darwin’s theory of evolution aside, we all recognize that when left alone, things tend to get worse. Without someone cutting the grass, it will get long. Without someone pulling out the weeds, the garden becomes overrun. Without stocking the refrigerator stays empty, and the bills are only paid if someone pays them. It takes effort to keep things orderly.
The book of Proverbs points out this tendency for things to degenerate, and the effects of not staying “on top of things,” in Proverbs 6:

Free yourself, like a gazelle from the hand of the hunter, 
       like a bird from the snare of the fowler. 

Go to the ant, you sluggard; 
       consider its ways and be wise! 

It has no commander, 
       no overseer or ruler, 

yet it stores its provisions in summer 
       and gathers its food at harvest. 

How long will you lie there, you sluggard? 
       When will you get up from your sleep? 

A little sleep, a little slumber, 
       a little folding of the hands to rest- 

and poverty will come on you like a bandit 
       and scarcity like an armed man.

The picture of “a little sleep” and “a little folding of the hands” points out a physical truth—that constant vigilance is required to earn a living. Because things tend to degenerate, doing “nothing” will often lead to disaster and loss.

The same is true in a spiritual sense. Just as physical laziness can cause financial disaster, so can spiritual laziness cause eternal disaster. When mankind lost the image of God in the Garden of Eden, he lost his ability to “rest,” but now was forced to strive and work for a relationship with God. Such striving is just as difficult as the physical labor of living in a sin-cursed world. 

Unfortunately, such striving cannot achieve the goal of satisfying a God who demands perfection. No matter how hard we try, we cannot keep even one of God’s righteous decrees for even a moment. Rather, our mightiest efforts appear before God as “filthy rags,” and our own attempts at drawing close to God are “not enough.”
Since the world is in a state of spiritual “entropy,” God went to work in the person of Jesus Christ. His Son came into the world to carry out his Father’s perfect will. In all his preaching and teaching, he tirelessly and carefully walked the path his Father set before him. By his perfect life he was able to free himself from eternal death and earn heaven.

When his path led to the cross at Calvary, he willingly and meekly submitted himself to death, giving the freedom he had won to us as a gift of grace, and taking upon himself the penalty of disobedience, laziness, and apathy. This entire path was one of purpose, requiring constant diligence to win the final victory. The entire path was completed by Jesus for us.

Through faith, God offers this “completed work” of forgiveness and eternal life to all, free of charge or effort. Proverbs 9 pictures this work:

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

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

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

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

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

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

God calls us today and every day to “come” and “eat his food,” so that we will live. God grant that when we hear that call through the Word, we neither assume it is our work or lazily ignore it, but rather believe in the LORD Jesus for the salvation of our souls.
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