“I have sinned against the LORD”

Kill anyone lately?  Commit adultery with another person’s spouse?

If so, you probably realize what a grave sin you have committed.  Reading God’s Word shows you the danger of an eternity in hell for those who sin, and do not repent.

But even in your murders were “only” hateful thoughts (“I tell you the truth, anyone who hates his brother is a murderer”) and your lusts were “merely” letting your eyes rest too long on that risqué computer image (“Anyone who lusts after a woman has committed adultery with her in his heart.”), the danger remains. In a sense, the danger may be greater, because of our sinful tendency to minimize the sin. But the fire burns just as hot for lust as for adultery, and the offense is just as grave for hatred as for murder.

This is because every sin is an offense against a God who is perfect, and who created us to be perfect. Thus his standard is absolute lack of sin, and complete perfection in all we do. This standard is impossible for us to meet, and thus we all daily sin. Wisdom recognizes this fact, and confesses it before God.

David found this out, when his own sin of adultery and murder was presented to him by Nathan, the prophet of the LORD in 2 Samuel 12:

    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." 

As we confess our sin, as David did, we claim as our own the blessed words from God:  “The LORD has taken away your sin.”  Even at the time of David, God was carrying out his plan of salvation for the world.  Even at this time, he was calling all people to believe in the perfect life of this coming Savior, and to trust that his future sacrifice would pay the penalty for all sins of all time.  David looked ahead to this Redeemer, confessed his sin, and had that sin washed away in the blood of the Lamb.

The faith of David lives on in the children of God today.  God grant us the courage to admit our sins against God, and to know with certainty that the LORD has taken away our sin!
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“He will take…”

Choosing a new insurance company? Allow me to suggest one that will insure you for free. Picking a new bank? I would get one that gives away money for nothing. Need a new job? How about one that gives you as much salary as you need for no work? Of course, you could rightly protest that no such companies or banks or jobs exist. We don’t even expect to find anything for free, for the rule of this world is “There is no such thing as a free lunch.” For every service offered, there is a cost.

This same truth is clearly taught in God’s Word, as the people of Israel asked God for a king, and he told them to “count the cost,” in I Samuel 8:

Samuel told all the words of the LORD to the people who were asking him for a king. He said, "This is what the king who will reign over you will do: He will take your sons and make them serve with his chariots and horses, and they will run in front of his chariots. Some he will assign to be commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties, and others to plow his ground and reap his harvest, and still others to make weapons of war and equipment for his chariots. He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive groves and give them to his attendants. He will take a tenth of your grain and of your vintage and give it to his officials and attendants. Your menservants and maidservants and the best of your cattle and donkeys he will take for his own use. He will take a tenth of your flocks, and you yourselves will become his slaves. When that day comes, you will cry out for relief from the king you have chosen, and the LORD will not answer you in that day." 

But the people refused to listen to Samuel. "No!" they said. "We want a king over us. Then we will be like all the other nations, with a king to lead us and to go out before us and fight our battles." 

When Samuel heard all that the people said, he repeated it before the LORD. The LORD answered, "Listen to them and give them a king." 

The cost of having a king, “like all the other nations,” was in what “he would take.” The list was long and varied: “he would take” their sons and daughters to serve him, the best of their produce to feed his retinue, their servants and animal “for his own use,” a tenth of their flocks, and even their freedom. They would become servants to the one they had chosen, “like all the other nations.” But the greatest “hidden” cost of having a king was that he would take away God’s direct sovereignty over the people, for on the day they were oppressed, they would “cry out for relief,” but the LORD would not answer them. What a cost! Yet the people persisted in their demand that “we want a king over us.” And so God gave them what they wanted, despite the fact that it would hurt them. Their prayers were answered, and Saul was chosen as king.

Often times, our requests are similar to those of Israel—in our sinful way, we are prone to ask God for “blessings” that carry great “costs.” We may ask God for wealth, little considering the time and worry that riches bring with them. We may ask God for physical health, and then use that body to engage in sin. We may ask God for a better job, not understanding the demands that may lead us away from regular study of the Word. For each such selfish request, God warns us that it “will take” away from what we have, and we will be more distant from him and closer to an evil world that is hurtling headlong into hell.

Because our sin is so great, we cannot by nature even know what we should ask for or what it may cost. Because our sin is constantly leading us away from God, we cannot plan or pray or purpose our way to heaven. But there is a way to heaven, not given by men, but given by God. That way is “The Way,” Jesus Christ, the Son of God. In his love, he came to be a King over his people, not a king who takes and takes and takes, but a King who gives and gives and gives. He came not to be a king who drives us away from God and makes us slaves, but to be a King who brings us near to God, and sets us free to be children and heirs of heaven forever.

He did this when he suffered and died on the cross, taking upon himself the one thing we could not “legislate” away—our sins—and bearing the pain of their punishment in hell. He did this when he defeated death and the devil by his own death and resurrection. He did this when he ascended into heaven to rule over a kingdom through his Word and Sacraments. As our ruling king, Jesus comes to us in baptism and washes away our sins, by the gift of the Holy Spirit. He comes to us in Communion, and gives us his body and blood to eat and to drink, for the forgiveness of sins. He comes to us in His Word, which he sends forth every day and all day long, to teach us to say “no” to this sinful world, and to draw us closer to the Truth.

It is this essential difference that Jesus proclaimed when he told Pontius Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world.” Every earthly “kingdom” will only “take;” Christ’s Kingdom is the only one that will only give, both now and eternally. May God draw us closer to him, and his Kingdom, through his Word and Sacraments!
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“rule over us…”
Elections are such delicate and dangerous times. Often people are encouraged to look to platforms, and policies, and promises, and personalities, and then guess at the best choice. In any election there is always a distinct possibility that the platforms will not pan out, that the promises will not be fulfilled, and that the person elected will not be what he seemed to be. But another, more subtle danger, also resides in any election, as Judges 8 declares:

The Israelites said to Gideon, "Rule over us—you, your son and your grandson—because you have saved us out of the hand of Midian." 

But Gideon told them, "I will not rule over you, nor will my son rule over you. The LORD will rule over you." And he said, "I do have one request, that each of you give me an earring from your share of the plunder." (It was the custom of the Ishmaelites to wear gold earrings.) 

They answered, "We'll be glad to give them." So they spread out a garment, and each man threw a ring from his plunder onto it. The weight of the gold rings he asked for came to seventeen hundred shekels, not counting the ornaments, the pendants and the purple garments worn by the kings of Midian or the chains that were on their camels' necks. Gideon made the gold into an ephod, which he placed in Ophrah, his town. All Israel prostituted themselves by worshiping it there, and it became a snare to Gideon and his family.

When the Israelites turned away from the one true God to “other gods,” they abandoned the only one who could save them. Given that fact, it is not surprising that they should mistake the deliverance provided by God as coming from Gideon—that they should turn to him and “elect” him ruler with the words, “rule over us!” Even as Gideon saw through their request and rejected it, saying “I will not rule over you,” he also fell into the sin of idolatry, by taking gold and making it “into an ephod.” His sin led “all Israel” into idolatry “by worshipping it there.” Since Gideon would not rule over them, Gideon’s ephod would do as a replacement.

For the very essence of the sin of idolatry is not a turning towards a man (or an ephod) but a turning away from the LORD. It was God who had delivered the people by the might of his own hand, not Gideon or his ephod. But it is the very nature of sinful man to seek some alternative—any alternative—to the righteous and powerful rulership of God. This expresses itself even today, as sinful man turns to gods of their own making and says to them, “rule over us!” Money, education, the government, the experts, family, friends, or the internet can all be placed up as idolatrous substitutes for the God who made all these things and who rules over the heavens and the earth. Since mankind is so evil, it is constantly seeking to “prostitute” itself by worshipping other gods, and electing other rulers besides the One King of heaven and earth. For such sins, there is but one punishment—an eternity in hell, where all who reject God and his kingship will spend all time in hopeless anguish for their failure to give glory and allegiance to the only true God.
Because mankind is so “snared” in idolatry that it cannot even begin to want to claim God as King, God chose in his mercy to engage his Son in a merciful “rescue mission.” The Son of God became the Son of Man when he was born in Bethlehem, and he lived a life of perfect obedience to his Father. Although he was constantly tempted to follow other gods, he kept his eyes fixed on the goal of obedience and faithfulness to his Father. This obedience led him to the cross, where he suffered for the sins of unfaithful mankind, once for all. While he was on the cross, being forsaken by his Father, he was bearing the agony of hell in his soul for every rebellion, every “prostitution,” every false worshipping we have ever committed. And then he died, completing his work of redemption, to declare mankind justified from sin and free from hell forever.
There were no empty promises made on that cross—only realities. There was no deception involved, for the one chosen by the Father to suffer was none other than God himself. And there was no platform, only the certain forgiveness of sins won by a broken and condemned God-man, who rose victorious to proclaim his eternal rulership over his children. By his grace, we are his children, elected by him in the waters of baptism to serve him forever in peace and joy; by his love we have been set free to declare Christ worthy of all honor and glory and praise. Because Christ has chosen us, we can now declare that only One is worthy to be our King—only One deserves our honor, our obedience, and our love. God grant us strength to choose him, over all men, and all “gods,” today, and every day!
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“Such bitter poison”
Do you have lead in your house? If so, be careful when you sand the walls. The dust from the paint may well cause you and your children terrible troubles. Is there asbestos in your insulation? That also is an insidious danger, which can lead to long-term disability. Or do you have radon leaking up through the floors? Are there gasoline vapors in the garage? Is the water supply safe? And these are just the known toxins—could there be unknown dangers that even now are poisoning our lives, without our knowledge?

Just as life is full of dangerous elements, so is the soul of mankind. Moses warns against the “bitter poison” of sin in Deuteronomy 29:

You yourselves know how we lived in Egypt and how we passed through the countries on the way here. You saw among them their detestable images and idols of wood and stone, of silver and gold. Make sure there is no man or woman, clan or tribe among you today whose heart turns away from the LORD our God to go and worship the gods of those nations; make sure there is no root among you that produces such bitter poison. 

When such a person hears the words of this oath, he invokes a blessing on himself and therefore thinks, "I will be safe, even though I persist in going my own way." This will bring disaster on the watered land as well as the dry. The LORD will never be willing to forgive him; his wrath and zeal will burn against that man. All the curses written in this book will fall upon him, and the LORD will blot out his name from under heaven. The LORD will single him out from all the tribes of Israel for disaster, according to all the curses of the covenant written in this Book of the Law.

The “bitter poison” that Moses warns against here is not lead or asbestos or radon; it is one “whose heart turns away from the LORD our God to go and worship the gods of those nations.” Such a person’s heart is a “root that produces such bitter poison.” And this poison has terrible effects “on the watered land as well as the dry.” Such a person will suffer under “all the curses written in this book.” God’s “wrath and zeal will burn against that man.” Worse still, such a person seems inured to the warning, for he says to himself “I will be safe.” Despite his lack of knowledge, however, he has been singled out “for disaster,” temporally and eternally.

By virtue of our sinful nature, we are just such people. By the evil that is in us from birth, we are infected with just “such bitter poison.” We may not want to admit it, but that does not stop the evil from poisoning us or others. The evidence is overwhelming, in hurt feelings, guilt, shame, hatred, jealousy, and myriad other sins. Of these poisons, God justly declares “the wages of sin is death.”
It is a measure of the glory and love of Jesus that he chose, from time, to come to this world and take upon himself all the poison of the world’s collective guilt. Even though he was by nature completely spiritually spotless, he chose to carry our sins upon his perfect soul when he volunteered to suffer hell in our place on the cross. There he endured the agony reserved for the enemies of God; there he satisfied all the wrath of God towards us.

When the anger of God against sinful man had been resolved at the cross, God the Father allowed his Son to die, to rise, and to be glorified in heaven. He gave to him all authority to proclaim this message of life to a world filled with trouble and difficulty. He sent his Holy Spirit to baptize with power and grace—to apply his healing balm to a world dying of poisonous sin. By the work of this Holy Spirit we become aware of the evil residing within us; through the work of the Holy Spirit we gain access to the grace of God that heals us and makes us clean.
For such people, the warning to not let a root grow with such “bitter poison” is a timely one—it is a reminder to us that we have within the seeds of our destruction. It is an encouragement to remember “our former way of life” before we knew Christ; it is a prescription to continue growing in grace and knowledge of the Word and Sacraments, the only means by which we have life and are saved. By the grace of God, we have been saved from the “bitter poison” of sin, and the eternal death of hell; by the power of God, we are encouraged to “keep in step with the Spirit” as he leads us to the eternal health and joy of heaven. God grant us wisdom to do so, through his means of grace!
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“Rejoice”
How does a person measure success?

Money?  Fame?  Achievement?  Popularity?

The early chapters of the book of 2 Samuel seem to be a remarkable story of the success of the new King David.  Except for the sins of adultery and murder found in chapters 11 and 12, David seems to have it all together.  He wins many battles.  He acquires tremendous fame.  He gains many wives.  He accumulates tremendous wealth.

Yet with all of this “success” comes a failure, which creates future problems.  David had forgotten the commands of God found in Deuteronomy 17, written specifically for the kings of Israel:

The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make the people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the LORD has told you, "You are not to go back that way again." He must not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray. He must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold.

The early chapters of 2 Samuel point out the terrible power of this world to blind us to the commands of God.  Often we find ourselves trapped in a sin, led astray by those around us, or betrayed by our own sinful weakness.  Our “success” also leads us to failure to hear God and his Word.

Mercifully, God does not leave us trapped in our own sins.  Instead, he sent his Son Jesus to die for us, and be raised to life for our assurance.  He is the Son of David, but also his Lord.  He is the mighty champion who comes to rescue us from our own “successes,” and leads us to see his true victory at the foot of Calvary.  David saw this from afar, and testified to it in Psalm 51:

“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. 

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

Our success in this life and eternally depends upon the success of Jesus Christ at the cross.  May we always hear and believe this fact!
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“Observe the Sabbath day”

Recent statistics indicate that although most Americans have vacation time available, many simply do not choose to use it, or if they do, they have a tendency to take their work along. The research says that Americans don’t get enough time off, because they are busy at work and unwilling or unable to pull away. Their view of work colors their rest time. (see more at http://www.denverpost.com/business/ci_6440399)

When the third commandment was described by Moses, it was also to be seen in view of “work,” but in a slightly different way, as described in Deuteronomy 5:

"Observe the Sabbath day by keeping it holy, as the LORD your God has commanded you. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your ox, your donkey or any of your animals, nor the alien within your gates, so that your manservant and maidservant may rest, as you do. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and that the LORD your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the LORD your God has commanded you to observe the Sabbath day." 

The people of Israel heard in the Fourth Commandment that they were to “observe the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.” This was to be done by not doing “any work,” but rather giving the day to “rest.” This was to apply to all of the people in Israel, from the highest to the lowest, and not even excluding the animals! And as they considered this command, they were to “remember that” they “were slaves in Egypt,” but that the LORD had brought them out “with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm,” that they might serve him in the Promised Land. As slaves, the Israelites had no choice regarding a “day of rest.” Under Pharoah, they toiled and worked tirelessly and for no benefit of their own. So now, in view of their freedom, they were to use that freedom to serve and obey their liberator-God.

Christians also occupy a similar position in their new lives of faith. They are those who by nature are slaves to sin, “for anyone who sins is a slave to sin.” (John 8) Under this slavery to the devil, we were forced to work at our own salvation endlessly, yet for no benefit, for “through the Law no one will be declared righteous.” As slaves to evil, we had no choice but to suffer, and fail, and die eternally in hell.

In mercy, however, God did not choose to leave us in slavery. Rather, in love he sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to take on himself the form of a slave, and to be suffer in hell on the cross for our sin. When he took upon himself the bondage and hopelessness of hell, he freed us from the load of sin and gave us new life, as Titus 3 proclaims:

At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.

Rather than “being hated and hating on another,” in Christ we are “saved…because of his mercy.” Rather than tainted by sin and eternally damned, in Christ we are “justified by his grace.” Rather than being slave to “all kinds of passions and pleasures, in Christ we are now “heirs having the hope of eternal life.”

For such people, who have been saved “through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit,” there is no question of having to slave again in fear and anguish. Having been set free, we are now free to serve a God who has given us all things, and who loves and protects us. It is in view of such liberation that we want to go to church, read God’s Word, learn about God and his Will, avoid evil, and try to do what is right—to “observe the Sabbath day” in our hearts and lives, on Sunday and every day. And should we ever stray from this devotion, we need only “remember that once we were slaves” to sin, but that Christ has set us free—free to live in joy, and free to serve him. May God give us grace to remember our former slavery and rejoice in the freedom to serve him today!
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“Remember the day…”

Likely you would have to be a blind, deaf, hermit not to have heard of the craze surrounding the release of the last of the seven “Harry Potter” books. The national media is full of information about it, and there are various parties planned across the world for the sale of the book, at midnight tonight. In the U.S., there are 12 million books in the first print run, and millions more expected to be sold over the coming months. If you planned ahead, and were careful, you might be able to get one of the copies and find out what happens to namesake character, Harry Potter.

Just such a level of care also is suggested for another “book,” and by another great author—God. Speaking by the inspiration of the Spirit, Moses encourages great care in the teaching and sharing of “his covenant,” in Deuteronomy 4:

Only be careful, and watch yourselves closely so that you do not forget the things your eyes have seen or let them slip from your heart as long as you live. Teach them to your children and to their children after them. Remember the day you stood before the LORD your God at Horeb, when he said to me, "Assemble the people before me to hear my words so that they may learn to revere me as long as they live in the land and may teach them to their children." You came near and stood at the foot of the mountain while it blazed with fire to the very heavens, with black clouds and deep darkness. Then the LORD spoke to you out of the fire. You heard the sound of words but saw no form; there was only a voice. He declared to you his covenant, the Ten Commandments, which he commanded you to follow and then wrote them on two stone tablets.
Moses reminded the people of what they had heard and seen—of “the fire” and the voice of God, of the “black clouds and deep darkness.” They heard “a voice” telling them the covenant of God, “the Ten Commandments.” He wrote them on “two stone tablets” for the people to remember. And Moses warned the people to “be careful” and watch themselves closely so that they did not “forget the things” they had seen or heard. They were to “remember the day” for the rest of their lives.

Human nature being what it is, however, within a generation the people of Israel had turned away from this memory, and began to follow the gods of the people around them. They did not remember the commandments of God, telling them to “love the Lord your God with all your heart,” but rather chased after human creations and concerns. Because of their sin, God rejected them and drove them from his Promised Land. Their memory did not run deep enough; their care was not sufficient.

Sinful mankind has not changed at all in the years since. Because mankind is evil, it routinely turns away from the God of power and justice, and seeks its own ways. We have seen God’s power at work in our lives, and we know that he rules over heaven and earth; yet this fact is not enough to make us “remember the day” of his revealing to us. By nature we too would be cast out of his presence to spend an eternity in hell with those who reject God and must pay the penalty of damnation for their error.

Because mankind by nature cannot and does not celebrate the power and majesty of God, God chose in his wisdom to send his Son Jesus into the world to be the redeemer of mankind. In just one day, he revealed himself as a God of grace, when he heaped upon his Son the eternity of condemnation prepared for this evil world, and declared the full penalty for sin paid for by the blood of his only-begotten. In one day, Christ became the living and dying picture of the mercy of God towards sinful man.
When we sin (and we will) against the majesty of God, it is not enough to remember the day of his power and might—it is not enough to ponder the “black clouds and deep darkness” of hell. Rather, in our sin, let us remember the day of Christ’s death on our behalf, and declare with Christ that the payment for sin “is finished!” For on that day, at Calvary, Christ did indeed take away our sin, and give us eternal life in Him; today we can celebrate, cherish, and take to heart his work of love for us, as we “remember the day!”
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“This manna!”

Variety is the spice of life, or so the saying goes.  As humans living in the world, we look for and long for variety, especially in the things we eat.  That is why the grocery store nearby stocks over 200 types of cheese—because of variety.

The children of Israel also sought variety in their diet—they had been eating manna for quite a while, and wanted other food.  Unfortunately, their desire led them to sin against the Lord, as recorded in Numbers 11:  
“If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!”

The sin of the Israelites was in putting their appetites in front of their needs.  We might also confess at times that we have coveted what is not good for us, and put our desires in front of our needs.  This becomes especially dangerous in our relationship with God and his Word.

In John 6, Jesus Christ called himself “the bread of life,” comparing himself to the manna that God gave the Israelites in the desert.  Like that manna, Jesus comes from heaven and brings life. Like manna, Jesus offers himself freely and daily through the Word.  Like manna, we at times must confess that we have “lost our appetite” for learning more about Jesus.

Fortunately, even when our sins lead us to stray from Jesus, he does not stray from us.  Jesus continued to talk about spiritual appetites in John 6:  

“All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”

God grant that we feed fully, freely, and contentedly on this “bread of life” until the day he returns to raise all people from the dead!
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“Confess”
“Confession is good for the soul,” or so my old religion teacher used to say. By that, he meant that to confess was to get rid of the guilt involved in sin, to air out the murky terrors that lurk inside each one of us. For myself, as a naughty young man, I was not always sure how much confession would be good for me, and how much might be “too much of a good thing.” So perhaps it is not just confession, but the right type of confession, as described in Leviticus 26:

" 'But if they will confess their sins and the sins of their fathers—their treachery against me and their hostility toward me, which made me hostile toward them so that I sent them into the land of their enemies—then when their uncircumcised hearts are humbled and they pay for their sin, I will remember my covenant with Jacob and my covenant with Isaac and my covenant with Abraham, and I will remember the land. For the land will be deserted by them and will enjoy its sabbaths while it lies desolate without them. They will pay for their sins because they rejected my laws and abhorred my decrees. Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not reject them or abhor them so as to destroy them completely, breaking my covenant with them. I am the LORD their God. But for their sake I will remember the covenant with their ancestors whom I brought out of Egypt in the sight of the nations to be their God. I am the LORD.' "

For the people of Israel, the confession encouraged was a confession of sins—“their sins and the sins of their fathers,” described as “treachery” and “hostility” towards God. It involved the confession that they had “rejected” God’s laws and “abhorred his decrees.” And this would confession would note that it was because of their sins that God had been angry, and had sent them away from the promised land into “the land of their enemies.”
Such a confession would not come easily, for the Israelites were proud and willful people who were used to seeing themselves as better than they really were. And it does not come easily to us, either, who share the same sinful pride and self-confidence that led the Jews so horribly astray. By nature, we have no desire to debase ourselves; from birth we are prone to want to make ourselves look better than we are, and to not want to see and confess our sins. But such lack of confession only leads us away from the “Promised Land” of heaven—it only adds to our sins, until they pile up in a huge mountain of debt that cries out the throne of God for vengeance and damnation.

Because we cannot humble ourselves or truly confess our sin by nature, God sent his Son Jesus into the world to humble himself, to take on himself the sins of pride, self-deception, and rejection of God’s Word. He did this when he presented his perfect life as a “sacrifice of atonement” on our behalf, and while on the cross he bore upon his spotless soul every evil that we had ever committed, thought, or said. He even bore upon himself our sinful natures, our tendency to be hostile and treacherous towards God. And having suffered in the fires of hell completely for each sin of mankind, he died to show his work finished, to demonstrate that the redeeming work of God was done in that one day.
For sinful people who hear and see that miracle of love—who believe in the Son of Man, the only Son of God but also our replacement in hell—there is no question of resistance to confessing our evil and God’s goodness. Every evil can be freely confessed by the child of God, trusting that in Christ every payment has been made to cover over that evil with his blood. The Christian can continue to confess his ongoing evil, understanding that in Christ he has been made perfectly holy, without spot or blemish, prepared for an eternity with the Father in glory. Because of the cross of Christ, the Christian can trust that even our ongoing wickedness is not too much for Jesus to forgive; because of the cross of Christ, we can confess freely as testimony to the love and greatness of God who forgives now and eternally.

So, child of God, confess away! It is indeed “good for the soul,” in Jesus.
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“Unclean! Unclean!”
In Old Testament ceremonial law, there was an explicit command regarding those who were unclean because of disease, found in Leviticus 13:
"The person with such an infectious disease must wear torn clothes, let his hair be unkempt, cover the lower part of his face and cry out, 'Unclean! Unclean!'  As long as he has the infection he remains unclean. He must live alone; he must live outside the camp."
It doesn’t take much imagination to see that such a disease would be life-altering. One’s dress, hair and very existence was changed by the disease. Perhaps the worst part would be the social isolation, having to “live alone” and “outside the camp.” Small wonder that the lepers and others with infectious diseases were so shunned and feared during the time of Jesus, throughout history, and even today.
Sin is also a disease, and is also infectious. It also causes isolation, as it divides mankind from each other and from God. And it is a disease that all mankind is infected with, which no one can claim to have in any less degree. Isaiah 46 reminds us that “all of us have become like one who is unclean.” Romans 3 points out that “there is no one righteous, not even one.” For unrighteous, “unclean” people, the social isolation on this earth is the merest of shadows compared to the eternal separation from God that is hell. By rights, each person ever born in sin should endure that torment for their sickness and evil deeds.

God is a God of love, however, and in his great mercy and infinite wisdom, he sent his Son Jesus to come and heal us. Matthew 8 tells us how he did this:
When evening came, many who were demon-possessed were brought to him, and he drove out the spirits with a word and healed all the sick. This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet Isaiah: 


   "He took up our infirmities 
      and carried our diseases."

Because our disease of sin had driven us from God and man, Jesus became human to come and heal us. He did this “with a word,” by the power of his might. And he did this by being the one who “took up our infirmities and carried our diseases.” The disease of sin was placed on the Christ when he suffered and died on the cross for the sickness of our evil. He was cast out by men and God not for his own sins, for he had none, but for the sins of a world born to die. By his willingness to suffer in our place, we are healed of our sins and made clean to live in peace with God and man.
The healings Jesus carried out were stark pictures of this greater and more complete healing—the complete redemption won by him at Calvary. Through his Word, he announces and offers this healing to a world still dying alone in sin. By his Word, he brings life to “the sick.” As his patients, who have been cleansed by the blood of the Lamb, it is our great duty and joy to proclaim his forgiveness of sins to all mankind, to hold out the Gospel to a world that does not know its need and does not want to be healed. Many reject that healing, not knowing that they are indeed sick. But for those who believe, this healing has power indeed—power to bring the dead to life, and power to save now and eternally. Therefore, in view of God’s cleansing of our souls, let us carry our “easy” burden with eagerness and boldness, testifying to the world, “I was unclean, but now I am whole, through Jesus Christ!”
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“Observe the Sabbath”

If I told you I had a very important job for you to do, would you accept it? What if it were a matter of life and death? And what if I told you that this job was indeed doing no work at all? If that sounds odd, consider the command of God in Exodus 31 to “observe the Sabbath:”

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Say to the Israelites, 'You must observe my Sabbaths. This will be a sign between me and you for the generations to come, so you may know that I am the LORD, who makes you holy. 

" 'Observe the Sabbath, because it is holy to you. Anyone who desecrates it must be put to death; whoever does any work on that day must be cut off from his people. For six days, work is to be done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of rest, holy to the LORD. Whoever does any work on the Sabbath day must be put to death. The Israelites are to observe the Sabbath, celebrating it for the generations to come as a lasting covenant. It will be a sign between me and the Israelites forever, for in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh day he abstained from work and rested.' " 

The “sign between” God and the Israelites was to “observe the Sabbath,” to declare this one day a week “holy.” On that day they were to observe a “Sabbath of rest,” and anyone who did any work on that day “must be put to death.” By observing this Sabbath, they would “know that I am the LORD, who makes you holy.” The precursor for the day of rest was the reminder that “in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth,” but “on the seventh day he abstained from work and rested.” In the work of God one found reason to keep the command of God to do no work at all on the Sabbath day.
This command was tested in the desert, in Numbers 15, where a man was caught gathering wood on the Sabbath. When the people brought him to God, God commanded that he be put to death, because he had sinned. God was very serious in this command, and the result of failing to rest was indeed death.

Even though we have been set free from the Old Testament ceremonial laws, it is still death to break the Sabbath. For the Sabbath appears to us today in the Word of God, and we are commanded to observe the “day of rest” in his laws and decrees. The Third Commandment reminds us to “remember the Sabbath day, by keeping it holy.” The explanation tells us that “God’s Word is kept holy whenever his Word is taught in its truth and purity, and we as children of God live holy lives according to it.” For those who fail to hear his Word, or who fail to keep it pure, or who fail to live according to it, there is the eternal death of hell at the hands of a just and angry God. And since mankind has a sinful nature that cannot keep God’s Sabbath, but rather wants to try and work out its own salvation, this would be the certain fate of every one of us, by nature.
Because we are unable to “observe the Sabbath,” God in his mercy sent his Son to keep the Old Testament laws in our place, to live without error or sin. He knew when to preach and teach, and he knew when to rest in God’s Word. He always spoke the truth, and never once failed to give glory to God. In mercy, he chose “like a sheep” to be led to the cross of Calvary, there to die once for all sins when he bore on his soul the taint of sin and the despair of an eternity in hell. When Jesus paid for our sins, it was to give us true spiritual “rest,” to create a new Sabbath, not of rest for the body, but rest for the soul. He did this by his actions, without any effort or skill on our part. And he ascended to heaven to send his Holy Spirit to give this gift of eternal rest to all who he has chosen.

Baptism gives us the free gift of this eternal rest, for in the Sacrament faith and forgiveness of sins comes to us without any effort on our behalf. It comes to us and gives us peace with God solely by the work of God. It washes away our sin, and takes away the guilt that we incur by our sinful life. And it keeps us in this rest, as we await the final judgment and the resurrection of our souls into eternal rest.

But while we await that final transformation, we do well to “observe the Sabbath.” We do well to turn again and again to the Word of God, and there find comfort and peace in this world of sin. We do well to recognize that it is without any of our effort or work that heaven was earned, and that we continue to contribute nothing towards our salvation. And we do well to rejoice in the ongoing free gift of grace, that allows us to rest entirely dependent upon the grace of God for sinful man. In such a dual understanding, we find strength to “do nothing” even as Christ does everything for us; in law and gospel we find knowledge to enable us to “observe the Sabbath” for life, and for ever.
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“Charge him no interest…”

“Zero-interest loans, with no down-payment!”  Sound a little fishy? You and I might wonder what the catch will be.

In our modern society, we base economic system on the idea of earning and giving interest.  Money works for you.  Time is money.

When God gave the Ten Commandments in the book of Exodus, he also gave various commands to the children of Israel.  Among them was a command regarding interest in Exodus 22:

   "If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not be like a moneylender; charge him no interest. If you take your neighbor's cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, because his cloak is the only covering he has for his body. What else will he sleep in? When he cries out to me, I will hear, for I am compassionate.

According to God, the needy were to be given money free of interest, and even their meager pledges were not to be held from them.  This command was based on the majesty and compassion of God, who sees and judges all things.

If this seems shocking, it really is.  It commands each of us to consider a person more valuable than any possessions we might own, and to act accordingly.

Some might say that the Old Testament commands no longer apply to us, so that we can ignore this command of God.  But consider what Jesus said about this topic in Matthew 5:

And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.

    "You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

If we examine ourselves by this standard, we have to admit that we have often loved money more than other people, and more than Jesus.  We have not willingly loaned and given to both friend and foe alike.  We have not met God’s demand that we “be perfect.”

Fortunately for us, Jesus was perfect.  He gave to all, even his enemies, freely and willingly.  His Good Friday gift of suffering in hell was his greatest gift of all to greedy mankind in need of perfection.  His resurrection gave us reassurance that “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself.”  Now, his perfectly giving life is credited to us, and we have a new attitude and way of thinking.

God in Christ has paid our debt, both principal and interest, in our time of need. May we, in loving thankfulness, also strive to pay the debts of those around us, in whatever way we are able.
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“this strange sight”
What is the strangest sight you have ever seen? I once saw a herd of deer run into a river and swim across. I had to do a double take, because I didn’t know deer could swim at all. Only later did I find out that they can and do swim to escape predators. But it was still quite a sight.

In Exodus 3, Moses sees a strange sight—perhaps the strangest of all:

Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the desert and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. So Moses thought, "I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up." 

When the LORD saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, "Moses! Moses!" 
      And Moses said, "Here I am." 

"Do not come any closer," God said. "Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground." Then he said, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob." At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God. 
As he was “tending the flock” near Mount Horeb, Moses saw a “strange sight”—a bush “on fire” that “did not burn up.” His curiousity got the better of him, and he went over, only to discover that what he saw was “I AM”—“the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” Seeing God changed his attitude from one of interest to one of fear, for no sinful person can stand in the presence of a holy God and no feel fear. The message God had for Moses, however, was not one of judgment, but of deliverance:

The LORD said, "I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey—the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites. And now the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing them. So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt." 

But Moses said to God, "Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?" 

And God said, "I will be with you. And this will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you: When you have brought the people out of Egypt, you will worship God on this mountain." 

God had “come down” to rescue his people, to deliver them from their slavery and to bring them “out of Egypt.” And he had chosen Moses to “go” and deliver his message of deliverance to Pharaoh. The certainty of that deliverance was based on both the fact that God would “be with” Moses, and that it was the almighty God of Creation who would work out all things to that end.

As sinners in a sinful world, we also are in slavery to sin, caught in the chains of our own making, passed on to us by our forefathers. Like the children of Israel, we would by nature be destined to live and die in cruel bondage. But because of the love and grace of our God, he chose to “come down” and reveal himself in a “strange sight”—he chose to be the means of deliverance when he sacrificed himself on the cross of Calvary, taking upon himself our bondage, and setting us free. By his willing sacrifice, he has prepared a people who have a promised land, heaven; by his message of grace, he announces his perfect forgiveness to a world dying of sin.
If like Moses, we at times wonder “Who am I?” to receive this gift, or to “go” and share the message of his grace, we need only look again at the “strange sight” of the cross, and realize that is was and always is the work of God to bring us to faith, to spread his Word, to free mankind from sin, and to bring God’s people to heaven. For it is at that cross that God rescues us, despite ourselves, and thus to that cross we cling.
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“that dreamer”
In 1911, the satirist and labor agitator Joe Hill penned the song “The Preacher and the Slave,” in which he parodied a currently popular hymn about heaven, called “Sweet Bye and Bye.” In his chorus, he lambasted preachers who proclaim:

“You will eat, bye and bye,
In that glorious land above the sky;
Work and pray, live on hay,
You'll get pie in the sky when you die.”
(Source:  http://www.fortunecity.com/tinpan/parton/2/pie.html)

The same attitude of indifference towards the future and hatred towards those who speak of it is found in Genesis 37, in the story of Joseph and his brothers:

So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan. But they saw him in the distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him. 

"Here comes that dreamer!" they said to each other. "Come now, let's kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him. Then we'll see what comes of his dreams." 

Joseph’s brothers hated “that dreamer” Joseph so much that they planned to break the 5th commandment and kill him. They likely thought that this would accomplish the breaking of his dreams, and silence his future. In doing so, they probably saw a triumph of reality over fantasy—a vindication of their hatred for him.

By their sin, they joined the ranks of those who have hated the “dreams” and “fantasies” of God—the same people who had “persecuted the prophets and stoned those sent” to tell about the future God had planned. By their sin, they were counted with the Pharisees who hated and persecuted Jesus, and his disciples, because they proclaimed God’s law and gospel to them. By their anger, they showed themselves heirs of murderers and children of the first murderer, the devil. And by nature, they earned for themselves the same certain future as the devil, an eternity in hell.
We, too, by nature, cannot claim to be any better. We may not have tried to kill, but can we honestly say that we have not disliked or been angry towards those who have tried to tell us God’s truth? Can we affirm that we have never placed the “realities” of this life on a higher pedestal than the “dreams” of the future? Or is it not truer that “we all, like sheep, have gone astray?” Is it not true that, like the Pharisees, we too have an inherent dislike of “pie in the sky?”

Because we cannot by ourselves love or believe in the future glories of heaven, God chose in Jesus Christ to do an amazing thing—to bring heaven to us in the person of his Son, the Savior of the world. He came to demonstrate the perfection of heaven in a holy and sinless life, even among sinful people. He came to clearly teach about the “kingdom of heaven” and to be the “exact representation” of God to man. His perfect life was not “pie in the sky,” but holiness on earth. And to complete his work, he took that holy life and sent it to hell, to the eternal place of punishment that we deserved. Even as the Jews were mocking him, he bore on his holy soul the damnation reserved for those who hate God and his Word. In his suffering, he descended into the utter depths of torment, and “filled his cup” with his Father’s wrath, all for us. Then he died, to proclaim his work finished; he rose “for our justification,” and ascended to heaven to send “the Comforter” to bring faith and eternal life to mankind through his means of grace.
Because of the completed act of redemption by the Son, and the ongoing act of sanctification by the Holy Spirit, we do not need to wait for the “bye and bye” to enjoy the blessings of eternal life. Rather, through faith we see “the radiance of God’s glory” in his Word; by the work of God we are given the peace and joy of heaven right now, as a deposit of better things to come. Because of the sin of this world, we will still be hated as we hold out the truth; but we need not worry about what will happen as we complete our journey towards eternal life. For Jesus has answered our only pressing question by his death; and in Christ we can say “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.” Therefore, since this is true, let us trust, and endure, and suffer, and long for, and live in, the grace of God now and eternally, for this is “the hope to which he has called us.”
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“The Lord Will Provide”

Testing.  The very word evokes tension in some, fear in others, and anger in a few.  As the test gets more important, the stress level rises.  Whole industries have risen up out of the need to prepare for tests such as the SAT or ACT.

But even these tests do not compare with the test God put Abraham through in Genesis 22:

   Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, "Abraham!" 

   "Here I am," he replied. 

    Then God said, "Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about." 

Everything about this test seemed calculated to increase the tension—from the target—“your only son” to the emotion—“whom you love” to the goal—“sacrifice him.”  I don’t think any of us would blame Abraham if he flinched or turned his back on God.  The test did not seem reasonable.

But Abraham did not turn his back on God.  Instead, he took his Son to the mountain, tied him up, and offered him up to God.  Hebrews 11 gives us more insight into Abraham’s thinking:

   By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death. 

Abraham was able to pass this test because he saw the promise of a Savior everywhere he looked.  From the phrase “your only son,” to the picture of a person “led to the slaughter without complaint,” Abraham saw in these events a picture of the coming Savior, who would live innocently, die righteously, and in doing so be “the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”

This faith in the promise led Abraham to one more conclusion in Genesis 22:

    Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son.  So Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide. And to this day it is said, "On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided." 

God grant that in our times of testing, we also testify with Abraham, “The Lord Will Provide!”
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“priest of God Most High”

Do we have God figured out? Do we know all we need to know about Him and his will? If we think so, perhaps it would be good to meet a person from Genesis 14, the “priest of God Most High” named Melchizedek:

After Abram returned from defeating Kedorlaomer and the kings allied with him, the king of Sodom came out to meet him in the Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King's Valley). 

Then Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine. He was priest of God Most High, and he blessed Abram, saying, 
       "Blessed be Abram by God Most High, 
       Creator of heaven and earth. 

And blessed be God Most High, 
       who delivered your enemies into your hand." 
      Then Abram gave him a tenth of everything. 

Returning from a battle to recover his nephew Lot, Abram met “Melchizedek, king of Salem.” He was said to be a “priest of God Most High,” and he spoke a blessing upon Abram, from God Himself. He credited the victory to “God most high, who delivered your enemies into your hand.” Abram recognized his authority by giving him a gift of a tithe—a tenth of everything. He knew that in giving this to Melchizedek, he was giving a gift to God’s representative on earth, and thus to God.
But who was Melchizedek? And what was a “priest of God Most High” doing as king of a group of godless Canaanites? Where did he come from? What happened to him afterwards? Truth be told, none of these questions have answers. Our logic might rebel against this story, but here it is, in the words of Scripture, testifying to its truth. In this way, it echoes the story of Creation, or the story of the flood, or many other stories in the Bible. None of them “seem right” to sinful humans, and much of human philosophy and science is an attempt to try to explain the unexplainable, to make God “right.” By nature, we all have an inclination to “go beyond what is written” and to seek after human theories—to turn away from God’s simple words and create more complex, human-centered, additions to God’s Word. By doing so, we testify that, by ourselves, even in our understanding of God’s Word and will, we are children of the devil, who can’t keep God’s Word holy among us.
Against such false teaching and understanding, then, God gives us another “priest of God Most High, from the line of Melchizedek, as described in Hebrews 7:

And what we have said is even more clear if another priest like Melchizedek appears, one who has become a priest not on the basis of a regulation as to his ancestry but on the basis of the power of an indestructible life. For it is declared: 

   "You are a priest forever, 
      in the order of Melchizedek."

Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens. Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people. He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself.

This “other priest like Melchizedek” also appeared from nowhere, being born of lowly Jewish parents. He also came to speak the very words of God, and only those words—not once sinning by chasing other gods. He is “holy, blameless, pure” in his life and actions. And he came to be “sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself.” Such a “priest of God Most High” came to be condemned “for the sins of the people”—to be the living Word of God that would be damned on the cross of Calvary for our unfaithfulness and straying from the Word. When he died, he paid “once for all” by his innocent blood; when he rose, he was “exalted above the heavens” and made a “priest forever in the order of Melchizedek.”
We cannot come to this priest through logic, or reason, or by any human effort. Rather, he comes to us through his Word and Sacraments, and gives us power to believe in him by his Holy Spirit. He gives us his Gospel message to believe, often against reason, so we might be saved “by faith, and not by works.” This Savior’s redemption is entirely an act of God; the faith which clings to him is similarly entirely the power of God upon sinful man. We cannot understand it or create it; but we do not need to, for it is from a “God who wills and acts according to his Word.” We need not logic out a Savior for ourselves, for there is already one, a “priest of God Most High,” Jesus Christ, our Lord and our King. God grant us faith to believe in and cling to him and him alone.
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“enter”

One idea firmly established in my mind, as a result of our travels this summer, is the importance of tickets. We purchased tickets for trains, tickets for planes, tickets for meals, tickets for museums, and tickets for waterparks. We received tickets to get into events, tickets to get out of parking garages, and even bought a game called “Ticket to Ride.” It was a very “ticket-y” vacation.

Such tickets were used to show the right to access—that payment had been made and that the way was open. Just such a picture also appears in Revelation 21, with the gates of heavenly Jerusalem:

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

Earlier in the chapter, the city of heaven, the new Jerusalem, is described as a square, with a wall a thousand miles long, high, and tall around it. The wall was 200 feet thick, and made of jasper. Within these walls were twelve gates, each made of a single pearl. And city was made of pure gold. Entry into this heavenly city was, however, problematic. On one hand, “on no day will its gates ever be shut,” since it will never be night in this city. But on the other hand, “nothing impure will ever enter it, nor will anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful.” Rather, only those will enter it “whose names are written in the Lamb’s book of life.”


This idea of limited access is consistent with the other teachings of Jesus, for he proclaimed that “small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.” He told the Jews who doubted him, “Where I go, you cannot come.” And he proclaimed to those who had believed in him but later abandoned his teachings, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Unfortunately, history proclaims and the evil of mankind echoes the fact that Jesus’ dire warnings all too often fulfilled. For which of us by nature can claim to not be impure? Which of us can say that in ourselves we have never done anything shameful or deceitful? Which of us can testify that we have, in our sinful pride, always followed Jesus and never wandered from his teachings? By ourselves, we would sorely disappointed on the day we stand before the gates of heaven, for we would find them securely bound against us, and we be doomed to spend eternity mourning outside the walls, where there is “weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

Because we could not open the way to heaven, or keep the “road that leads to life,” Jesus came to be the gate to heaven. He tells us in John 10 how he accomplishes this feat:

Therefore Jesus said again, "I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep. All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them. I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He will come in and go out, and find pasture. The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full." 

"I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep."

Jesus came to open the way to heaven by his sinless life and by his death on our behalf. When he “lay down his life for the sheep,” he won access to heaven by his perfect satisfaction of God’s demand for justice. He died that we “may have life, and have it to the full.” He rose again to return to heaven and serve as “the gate for the sheep.” Today, any who “enters through (Jesus) will be saved. He will comes in and go out,” free of want and fear. He can know that the gates of this heavenly Jerusalem are open to him, and he will live there eternally with the Lamb.
In baptism, God gave you a ticket to eternal life in Jesus Christ. Through his Word and Sacraments, he enables us to keep a tight grip on that ticket, and nothing in this world, in heaven or hell, can take it away from you. This ticket is faith, and that faith has power to save you now and eternally, through Jesus Christ. God grant that we always value and guard our faith, so that we may be found in Christ now and forever!
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“in one hour”
How much can be done in one hour? What difference does an hour make?
For a child waiting for a big event, an hour may seem like a lifetime. For others, an hour may speed by like a minute. In any event, we might wonder how much can happen in such a short time. To answer such questions, God points out the example of Babylon, who “in one hour” experienced a lifetime of change. Revelation 18 tells us:

"When the kings of the earth who committed adultery with her and shared her luxury see the smoke of her burning, they will weep and mourn over her. Terrified at her torment, they will stand far off and cry: 
   " 'Woe! Woe, O great city, 
      O Babylon, city of power! 
   In one hour your doom has come!' 

"(The merchants of the earth) will say, 'The fruit you longed for is gone from you. All your riches and splendor have vanished, never to be recovered.' The merchants who sold these things and gained their wealth from her will stand far off, terrified at her torment. They will weep and mourn and cry out: 
   " 'Woe! Woe, O great city, 
      dressed in fine linen, purple and scarlet, 
      and glittering with gold, precious stones and pearls! 
In one hour such great wealth has been brought to ruin!' 

In “one hour,” the nation of Babylon, wealthy and glorious through trade, faced its doom. In “one hour,” her “riches and splendor have vanished,” and her “great wealth has been brought to ruin!” In “one hour,” her commerce and glory ended; and she was abandoned and mourned by kings and merchants who grew rich from her evil.

Such a picture ought also to cause us pause, for if the wealthy and powerful can be destroyed in only an hour, so can we. If God could ruin the great city of Babylon “in one hour,” he can also bring on us the punishment for our greed and misuse of God’s blessings. He can bring to “torment” any human on the face of this earth who turns away from him and follows the path of Babylon. And he will. In less than an hour, in the “blinking of an eye,” he will judge not just a city but the entire world—in just a moment, he will end this world’s relentless self-idolatry and destroy both this world and all that man has made in it. By nature, we should fear and dread that day; for we are in the world, and are infected by its idolatry. By nature, we should understand that our destruction could come any time, “in one hour.”

For a world of idolatrous sinners destined for destruction, then, God prepared in advance another hour, a different hour—an hour of redemption. This “hour” took place when Jesus Christ hung on the cross, suffering the torment of his Father for the evil self-idolatry of this world. When Christ suffered, he did so as our replacement, taking upon himself our sins and wayward actions. When he died, he demonstrated the completeness of his atoning act by declaring “It is finished!” Finished was the work of living perfectly in our place, and being made the payment for sin; finished was the act of “reconciling man with God” by his hideous and merciful crucifixion. In that hour, our “doom” was visited upon the spotless “Lamb of God,” and by the destruction of his soul we were set free.
What a difference the “hour” of Christ’s punishment made for us! What a blessing came through his willingness to be sent to hell in our place! Because of his work in that hour, we now have peace with God and perfect assurance of sins forgiven. Because Christ accomplished complete satisfaction for sin, we can be sure that in our last hour we will be with him forever, liberated from damnation to love and serve him eternally in heaven.

How can such a sacrifice not move us to give back to the One who gave his life for us? Could we begrudge our Savior and King one hour? One day? One lifetime? Or is it not truer to say with Paul in Galatians 2, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” For a Christian, there is no greater joy than to see the next hour, and to ask, “How can I thank my God for his great love for me, in this one hour?”
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“children of God”

Our family had a debate the other day about genetics—which of the kids got what genes from which parent. Hannah seems to have Mom’s ability to burn quickly under the sunlight; the others have my somewhat darker skin. Monica has Mom’s freckles; the others have none. And so the debate went on, with various characteristics demonstrating themselves in each of the children.

Of course, we are not sure of every trait, but we were confident that these children were ours, because they looked (and to a certain extent) acted like us. They were our children, copies of us through God’s amazing plan of genetics. This concept of “copying” is also found in our titles of “children of God,” as God explains in 1 John 3:

How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure. 

Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness. But you know that he appeared so that he might take away our sins. And in him is no sin. No one who lives in him keeps on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him or known him. 
Dear children, do not let anyone lead you astray. He who does what is right is righteous, just as he is righteous. He who does what is sinful is of the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil's work.

John, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, points out both the great love of God and the effect that great love has on us—“that we should be called children of God.” The mystery of this love is that we all alike are under sin, and in this way are not at all like the holy God. Because of this, by our very nature we who “break the law,” engage in angering God by our “lawlessness.” Even though God made Adam and Eve “in his own image,” through their rebellion and hatred of God they became unfaithful children, destined for an eternity in hell, apart from the love and glorious presence of God.
To “destroy the devil’s work,” then, God in mercy sent his own child, the Christ, to be the “atoning sacrifice” for sins. As the Old Testament had pictured, he was the Lamb of God who willingly gave up his own life that mankind might not die; he was the perfect substitute on the cross of hell for mankind, taking upon himself all the rebellion and hatred towards God, and enduring damnation for us, to declare us “children of God” through his act of mercy. This great deed was “finished” when Jesus died; it was proven complete when he rose from the dead in glory, and ascended to heaven to rule over his kingdom.

Because by nature the world “did not know him,” he sent his Spirit, the Counselor, into the world to lavish his love on us. He applied his great love to us through the water and the Word, when we were baptized. He continues to give his forgiveness of sins through the regular meal of bread and wine, in and with his body and blood. And he continually testifies to the “hope in him” through the preaching and teaching of his Word, the “power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” In these means of grace, God makes us his children; through these means of grace, we see him “as he is.”
Because such a vision of him is still marred by the evil clinging to us, we are encouraged to regularly and persistently use these means of grace to struggle against the sin within us; it is our joyous task to learn about him, to “have hope in him,” and to seek his forgiveness, so that we do not “keep on sinning.” In this way, we thank him for our adoption as his children; we show ourselves to be true children of a holy Father; we gain encouragement so that we “do not let anyone lead” us away from him. As God’s children, sinful but declared “righteous” in his blood, we make it our highest goal to look like, act like, speak like, and be found eternally resembling our holy and loving Father in heaven.
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“hatred towards God”

Wouldn’t it be nice if we could all just get along? Wouldn’t it be great if there was no more war, no more conflict, no more hatred? What could we do to make peace on earth?

Such questions are as old as conflict itself, and still have no good earthly answer. They also can be a snare and a trap for the unwary child of God, as James 4 points out:

You adulterous people, don't you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. Or do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely? But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says: 
   "God opposes the proud 
      but gives grace to the humble." 

Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up. 

In the book of James, God reminds us that “friendship with the world” is the same as “hatred toward God.” To get along with all others means to be an “enemy of God,” because the spirit he has caused to live in us “envies intensely.” And why? Because God “opposes the proud,” and cannot stand for his glory or honor to be given to others. To love this world is to not love God.

In contrast, James reminds the “adulterous people” he addresses to “submit” themselves to God, to “resist the devil” and “come near to God.” In dealing with sin, he encourages mankind to “wash your hands” and “purify your hearts.” He encourages us to “grieve, mourn and wail, “ to “change your laughter to mourning”—in short, “to humble yourselves.” Such humbling occurs when we consider not only our evil but the collective evil of the world—when we confess that “there is nothing good that lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature.” Such humbling occurs when we realize that it is not by turning to other sinful men, but by all men turning to a holy God, that we find life.

Unfortunately, such is the extent of our evil that we cannot by nature take James’ good advice and put it into practice. Rather, by nature we are condemned for our sins, unable to do good or even seek God. Because we are born sinful, and live sinfully, we deserve only God’s eternal wrath in hell, as enemies of God.

Because we are unable to do good, God, who is “rich in mercy,” chose to send his Son to be the Christ, the one anointed to save mankind from its sins. In love, he chose to reject and hate his own Son on the cross of Calvary—to heap upon the perfect Lamb of God the entire weight of sin and hell that mankind has committed and earned. Jesus Christ came to be rejected by man, to suffer the pangs of torment at the hands of his Father, and to die hated by all men and by God, that he might earn for us the heaven we do not deserve. He came to be grace incarnate, that he might give us the gift of grace through his Holy Spirit.
To the proud, to the self-satisfied, such a saving gift is indeed offered; but their hands are too full of themselves to see the need or to receive the free grace of Jesus Christ, the very gift that would give them life. However, for those who have understood the evil of this world, and have despaired at their own part in it, the gift of God comes as “living water” that washes away every sin and stain. It forgives all sin, cleanses from all guilt, and reestablishes a good relationship not only between God and man, but also, by extension, between those who have been declared holy in the blood of the Lamb. And it is only in this blood that we find “more grace” to love our fellow man; it is only by the spirit he causes to “live in us” that we can find the peace with God and man that lasts eternally.
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