“as a man pleads for his friend.”
What a wonderful blessing to have a friend! For example, Proverbs 27 tells us:

Wounds from a friend can be trusted, 
       but an enemy multiplies kisses.

Do not forsake your friend and the friend of your father, 
       and do not go to your brother's house when disaster strikes you— 
       better a neighbor nearby than a brother far away.

Better still is to have a friend who is able to help—one who has knowledge and power to aid in time of need. Such a friend can help when we suffer—such a friend can be trusted in our trials and troubles.
Although much of the book of Job is a dialogue about Christian suffering—and who can say that they have suffered as Job did!—there are also clear gems that testify to Job’s faith in a Savior to come. One such section is found in Job 16:

"O earth, do not cover my blood; 
       may my cry never be laid to rest! 

Even now my witness is in heaven; 
       my advocate is on high. 

My intercessor is my friend 
       as my eyes pour out tears to God; 

On behalf of a man he pleads with God 
       as a man pleads for his friend. 

Only a few years will pass 
       before I go on the journey of no return.”

Despite his suffering, Job points out three essential truths about the coming Savior: 1) That he is in heaven. This puts him in a place to help, a place to speak to the Father about the sins of man and to deflect the wrath of God; 2) That is an “advocate” for men, serving as “intercessor” and “witness” of behalf of Job; 3) That he is Job’s friend.
Centuries before the birth of Christ, the love of God revealed to man clearly showed a Savior who loved mankind and was willing to go into action for man. This love was found in the Son of God, who spoke to God on behalf of believers such as Job. The Word testifies to that truth, and it is true.

Christ has left heaven, come to earth, and carried out his work of redemption. He accomplished the purchase of mankind by his redemptive death on the cross. Then he returned to heaven to take up his throne again, to speak again on behalf of sinners, and to continue to be our friend.

Like Job, we might suffer on this earth. Like Job, we might pour out our grief to a heavenly Father, with moans and sighs that words can barely express. But unlike Job we do not have to wonder what the intercessor looks like, or ponder the goodness and grace of God. We know who our advocate is, and we have seen and believe in the “representation of God’s glory.” He is Jesus Christ, both 100% God and 100% man. He is the one who has defeated death for us. He is our friend.
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“No one said a word to him…”
I have always had trouble with what to say at a funeral. Often it is obvious that the family is struggling with issues of grief and pain, and part of me wants to say something that will help. But more often than not, despite my best intentions, I just can’t seem to find the right thing to say.

The story of Job is about a man who suffers, and has three friends agree to come and console him. But when the friends arrive, they also struggle with what to say to him. Job 2 tells us:

When Job's three friends, Eliphaz the Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite, heard about all the troubles that had come upon him, they set out from their homes and met together by agreement to go and sympathize with him and comfort him. When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. Then they sat on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to him, because they saw how great his suffering was.

Much of the rest of the book of Job is about the efforts of the three friends to give advice to Job on what is really wrong with him. Much of that advice is wrong, or just uninformed. None of it provides comfort to Job, but rather it drives him to look into himself, and almost to despair. 

The advice Job needed was not from man, but from God. He needed to be refocused on the works and acts of God, and to “lift his eyes” to the promise of the Savior. There, he would see the love of God in action for mankind—that same love that would move him to nativity, a perfect life, a lonely death, and a glorious resurrection. When Job examined the promises of the coming Savior, there he could find the comfort for life and death, regardless of the present circumstances. There he could find hope for the future and purpose for his present life.
Job’s friends also needed that same view, for it would have informed both their thinking and their advice. With the view of the coming Savior firmly in their minds, they would have been able to offer true comfort, true hope, and true love to their suffering friend. Without it, their words were just the “wisdom” of man.

We also need that same view. We also have a sinful nature that seeks to solve our own problems in our own ways, and that effort will inevitably lead us to despair. But through the working of the Holy Spirit, God daily showers us with his Gospel message, reassures us that “Jesus Christ died for sinners, of whom I am the worst,” and lifts our eyes to that cross for forgiveness and peace.

God grant us that view today and every day; and God grant that when we seek to comfort those in trials, pain, or death, that we point them solely to their eternal loving Savior.
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“I…sat down, appalled…”

How do I solve my problems in life? If you are like me, you might tend to try analysis and discussion. You might try to be proactive and plan alternative ways of avoiding problems. You might choose to confront the problems, and overpower others with your will. Or you might seek legal recourse, looking for a solution in the courts. Or perhaps all of them are necessary?
Whatever my problem-solving approach, often it is not very similar to that of Ezra the priest, told to us in Ezra 9:

When I heard this, I tore my tunic and cloak, pulled hair from my head and beard, and sat down appalled.  Then everyone who trembled at the words of the God of Israel gathered around me because of the unfaithfulness of the exiles. And I sat there appalled until the evening sacrifice.

Then, at the evening sacrifice, I rose from my self-abasement, with my tunic and cloak torn, and fell on my knees with my hands spread out to the LORD my God and prayed.
Ezra’s response to the problem of wrongful intermarriage? To sit down and pray. By doing so he was testifying to his own lack of ability to solve the problem, and God’s complete ability to make up for his lack. He was testifying that such sins only find their solution in the act and work of God. Only God could make sin right.

In doing so, Ezra was also pointing forward to the “solution” of Christ, who came into this world to solve the problem of sin. As man, it might have been easy for him to take one of the many suggestions for solving sin—from worshipping the devil, to winning a popularity contest, to become one who would load the people down with righteous demands for holiness. But his solution was to go to the cross and die for the sins of the people—to take upon himself the sins of the world, and to let God first punish him, then raise him from the dead as the victorious sacrifice.

From the world’s perspective, dying to solve a problem is foolishness. But to those who trust in God as the only one able to save, the cross is the power of God. I Corinthians 1 tells us:

Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Greeks, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, the power of God and the wisdom of God.
Through the message of the Word of God incarnate, dead and risen, we gain Ezra’s courage to deny our “usual” solutions and to seek our answers at the foot of the cross. The world may scorn such “sitting down,” but God grant that we always see that cross “the power of God and the wisdom of God.”

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 6-21-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.
“worthless”

I suppose that, humanly speaking, worth is relative. For example, a person with a million dollars might be considered rich, but if he is living alone on a deserted island, all that money is worthless. Likely, he would give it all up for a way to get off the island, or even perhaps just for an ice cream cone. (
This human understanding may also be why the word “worthless” is such a stinging rebuke. Part of our minds wonder if, in another situation or place, some value may be found for the “worthless” item. Therefore, this very word challenges our understanding, as God speaks about his children Israel in 2 Kings 17:
But they would not listen and were as stiff-necked as their fathers, who did not trust in the LORD their God. They rejected his decrees and the covenant he had made with their fathers and the warnings he had given them. They followed worthless idols and themselves became worthless. They imitated the nations around them although the LORD had ordered them, "Do not do as they do," and they did the things the LORD had forbidden them to do.  

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

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

God’s judgment on his chosen people: because they had followed “worthless idols,” they “themselves became worthless.” Therefore God “rejected all the people of Israel.” He “afflicted them” and “thrust them from his presence.” 

It is startling to note that this word “worthless” is also applied to us in Romans 3:

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: 
"There is no one righteous, not even one; 
    there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God. 
All have turned away, 
      they have together become worthless; 
   there is no one who does good, 
      not even one."
Just like the nation of Israel, we deserve the Lord’s wrath by our stubborn insistence on our own ways. Like them, we have fallen into sin and done things that are forbidden for us to do. Like the nation of Israel, we deserve God’s rejection. And sad to say, this “worthlessness” is not relative, but absolute, for God is everywhere, and in charge of all things.

Fortunately for us, however, God in his infinite mercy chose to not leave mankind to die in its sins, but to save the world through his Son Jesus. From before Creation his plan was to have his Son come into the world, in human form, to live a life devoted to his Father, and to resist every temptation. He chose to use his Son to bring mankind back to Himself, by having him suffer the wrath of hell. He chose to have his Son die in public disgrace, forsaken by the Father, to pay for our trespasses. He chose to raise him from the dead to prove the sufficiency of the payment, and to give him a throne of power in heaven.
By submitting to his Father’s will, Jesus was found worthy, as Revelations 5 declares:

Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they sang: 
   "Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, 
   to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength 
   and honor and glory and praise!" 

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: 
   "To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb 
   be praise and honor and glory and power, 
         for ever and ever!"

The mystery of God’s love is that he chose to give up his “worthy” Son in place of “worthless” sinners. The mystery of God’s grace is that, through the work of the Holy Spirit, he declares us “worthy” for the sake of and by the blood of Christ. The mystery of faith is that we can simultaneously recognize our inherent “worthlessness” and yet declare with firm conviction that we are declared righteous and “worthy” through Christ’s work.

Through the Word of God we feast on the message of our worthlessness and Christ’s imputed worthiness to us. May this message be our constant companion!
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“the new altar”
The story of the kings of Israel and Judah is the story of a slow slide into apostasy. The Bible tells us that some followed God, and others did not, but that the people slowly forgot the worship of the one true God. This “forgetfulness” culminated in the events that occurred in 2 Kings 16, when the King of Judah, Ahaz, built a new altar in the temple:

Then King Ahaz went to Damascus to meet Tiglath-Pileser king of Assyria. He saw an altar in Damascus and sent to Uriah the priest a sketch of the altar, with detailed plans for its construction. So Uriah the priest built an altar in accordance with all the plans that King Ahaz had sent from Damascus and finished it before King Ahaz returned. When the king came back from Damascus and saw the altar, he approached it and presented offerings on it. He offered up his burnt offering and grain offering, poured out his drink offering, and sprinkled the blood of his fellowship offerings on the altar. The bronze altar that stood before the LORD he brought from the front of the temple—from between the new altar and the temple of the LORD -and put it on the north side of the new altar. 

King Ahaz then gave these orders to Uriah the priest: "On the large new altar, offer the morning burnt offering and the evening grain offering, the king's burnt offering and his grain offering, and the burnt offering of all the people of the land, and their grain offering and their drink offering. Sprinkle on the altar all the blood of the burnt offerings and sacrifices. But I will use the bronze altar for seeking guidance." And Uriah the priest did just as King Ahaz had ordered. 
King Ahaz built a new altar just like the one he saw in Damascus, being used by his lord and master, Tiglath-Pileser, king of Assyria. He imported that altar into the temple, and used it for his sacrifices. Uriah the priest agreed to this action, and even built the new altar for the king. In many ways, it must have seemed an improvement over the bronze altar currently being used.

The problem with this new construction was that it directly contradicted God’s commands as to how he was to be worshipped. The original bronze altar was built according to God’s exact specifications, and it alone was to be used. As they people fell away from God, they forgot God’s commands, to the point that not even the priest remembered this command of God.
Lest we be too hard on Ahaz and Uriah, it can be pointed out that since the fall into sin, mankind has been building altars of his own fancy in opposition to God on a regular basis. They might be shrines to other gods (which the Bible calls demons), but more likely are other priorities such as money, popularity, sports, hobbies, family, or the great god of “me.” Each of us could likely think of times that we fell into the temptation of dulling the direct words of God, and letting our own desires and wishes be more of a priority. 
The danger of such “new altar-building” is two-fold—first, the sin; and second, the ongoing blindness that it causes in us and in our children. We sin, and they learn to sin from us. Left to our own devices, they would quickly follow our path and build their own altars to themselves, and die in their sins.

By the grace of God we are not left to ourselves, however. Because mankind could not come to God or stay with God, God chose to become man and come to us and stay with us. Jesus never forgot the commands of God, or worshipped himself or anything else. Rather, his life was one of complete devotion to the will of his Father. That devotion finally led him to present himself as the “sacrifice of atonement” for the sins of the world—to satisfy his Father’s wrath by being the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” When he died on the cross of his Father’s making, he paid once for the sins of the world, that all idolatry might be paid for. And this forgiveness he gives to us through his means of grace—the Scriptures in Word and Sacrament.

When we hear this Word and see our inherent idolatry, God smashes the “new altars” of our own construction, and leaves us to ponder the rubble. He then points us to the cross, and tells us that our sins are forgiven, because of Jesus Christ. This truth is for us to hear and ponder, to believe and to teach to our children, today and every day. God grant that we do so!
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“Oh, my brother!”

What does repentance look like?

The word means “to choose a different path.” Implied is that the path I am on is not so great, and that I made a wrong turn in the past to get here. I need to turn around, go back to the point of the wrong decision, and choose differently. 

But how do I do that?

Some churches recommend a certain number of actions—outward visible signs. Other churches state that you have to really feel it inside, and then encourage you to generate those feelings. Still others encourage it, but are not all that clear on the details.
But God does not leave us hanging. He provides a concrete look at repentance in 1 Kings 13, in the story of the man of God from Judah. This man went to tell the king that he was sinning, and was told by God not to eat or drink while he was there. He delivered the message, but an old prophet of God decided he would tempt the man of God from Judah. He stopped him, and told him that God had delivered a new message to him to come and eat. When the man of God did so, God spoke through the old prophet to tell the man of God that he would die for his sin. On his way home, a lion attacked and killed him.

Repentance is described in the next words:

When the man of God had finished eating and drinking, the prophet who had brought him back saddled his donkey for him. As he went on his way, a lion met him on the road and killed him, and his body was thrown down on the road, with both the donkey and the lion standing beside it. Some people who passed by saw the body thrown down there, with the lion standing beside the body, and they went and reported it in the city where the old prophet lived. 

When the prophet who had brought him back from his journey heard of it, he said, "It is the man of God who defied the word of the LORD. The LORD has given him over to the lion, which has mauled him and killed him, as the word of the LORD had warned him." 

The prophet said to his sons, "Saddle the donkey for me," and they did so. Then he went out and found the body thrown down on the road, with the donkey and the lion standing beside it. The lion had neither eaten the body nor mauled the donkey. So the prophet picked up the body of the man of God, laid it on the donkey, and brought it back to his own city to mourn for him and bury him. Then he laid the body in his own tomb, and they mourned over him and said, "Oh, my brother!" 

After burying him, he said to his sons, "When I die, bury me in the grave where the man of God is buried; lay my bones beside his bones. For the message he declared by the word of the LORD against the altar in Bethel and against all the shrines on the high places in the towns of Samaria will certainly come true." 

It might have been easy for the prophet to simply gloat about the success of his plan, but he had been changed by the Word of God. The first part of his repentance was that it comes from God’s Word. We cannot make it, create it, imagine it, or buy it. It is a free gift of the Holy Spirit.

The second part of his repentance is recognition of the wrong, and the crushing of the old self. The prophet gave up his evil plan, and became one in spirit with the dead man of Judah. His time was spent mourning over the death he caused. His words became the words of the man of God. He went so far as to be asked to be buried with him, for he was a different man.

Finally, repentance looks outside itself for resolution. The prophet testified to the truth of God, and sought God’s forgiveness. That forgiveness did not come from the man of God, nor from the prophet. That forgiveness was what had been promised in the Garden of Eden, had been established in the covenant with Abraham, pictured in the Passover Lamb, and testified to by many prophets and wise men of God. That forgiveness was sent to the world in the person of Jesus Christ, who died on the cross to pay for sins such as the deception of the prophet. That same forgiveness was also earned for us when Jesus said, “It is finished.”
Repentance flows from this forgiveness, and claims it as one’s own. Repentance finds strength to “confess freely” the evil of mankind in that payment of the Holy One of Israel. But our repentance does not bring forgiveness—it merely clings hold of the accomplished act of Jesus and claims it as its own. Only the perfect act of the Son of God can accomplish the deed, and only through the Holy Spirit can we dare to believe that such forgiveness is our own.
You may not be plotting to kill a man of God, but if you are like me, you have fallen into sin today. You have not satisfied the perfect demands of a righteous God. When we sin (and all men sin), God grant that we follow the path of righteousness shown to us by the prophet—that we see our sin in the Word of God, that we turn in fear and loathing from our own evil path, and that we seek in Jesus Christ forgiveness and atonement for the sin. And he will forgive our sin, for this he loves to do.
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“Hanging in an oak tree”

Abel. David. Ezekiel. Jeremiah. The Bible is replete with believers who served as pictures of the coming Savior.

The Passover lamb. The bronze serpent. The manna. The Bible is also replete with objects and animals that pictured the suffering of the coming Savior.

But what about unbelievers? Specifically, in 2 Samuel 18, what about Absalom?
Now Absalom happened to meet David's men. He was riding his mule, and as the mule went under the thick branches of a large oak, Absalom's head got caught in the tree. He was left hanging in midair, while the mule he was riding kept on going. 

When one of the men saw this, he told Joab, "I just saw Absalom hanging in an oak tree." 

Joab said to the man who had told him this, "What! You saw him? Why didn't you strike him to the ground right there? Then I would have had to give you ten shekels of silver and a warrior's belt." 

But the man replied, "Even if a thousand shekels were weighed out into my hands, I would not lift my hand against the king's son. In our hearing the king commanded you and Abishai and Ittai, 'Protect the young man Absalom for my sake. ' And if I had put my life in jeopardy—and nothing is hidden from the king—you would have kept your distance from me." 

Joab said, "I'm not going to wait like this for you." So he took three javelins in his hand and plunged them into Absalom's heart while Absalom was still alive in the oak tree. And ten of Joab's armor-bearers surrounded Absalom, struck him and killed him. 

Then Joab sounded the trumpet, and the troops stopped pursuing Israel, for Joab halted them. They took Absalom, threw him into a big pit in the forest and piled up a large heap of rocks over him. Meanwhile, all the Israelites fled to their homes. 

During his lifetime Absalom had taken a pillar and erected it in the King's Valley as a monument to himself, for he thought, "I have no son to carry on the memory of my name." He named the pillar after himself, and it is called Absalom's Monument to this day.

Some of the pictures of Absalom’s rebellion against King David also remind us of the events of Jesus’ life—the betrayal of the King by a close friend (Ahithophel and Judas), the prayers of the sufferer on Mt. Olives, the trip out of the city to face the scorn of others, and the resignation to God’s will. But the rebel Absalom is also a picture of the coming Christ, with a twist.

Like Jesus, Absalom was the son of a king, and was destined for glory. Like Jesus, he was hung on a tree, was pierced, and died on that tree. Like Jesus, Absalom had a father who loved him and longed for him. Like Jesus, Absalom died without an heir at the hands of enemies.
There are, of course, some striking differences. Absalom died for his sins, but Jesus died for the sins of the world. Absalom was killed by others, but Jesus surrendered his own life for the world. Absalom stayed dead, but Jesus rose himself from death “for our justification.”

But even these differences simply point out to us our need for a Savior. For we are also like Absalom, and surely deserve to die for our sins, and to be separated forever from a righteous Father. But in Jesus Christ we find a replacement, one who chose to die in our place, and to take on himself sin, so that we might be right with God. In that sense, Absalom’s death serves as a reminder of Christ’s sacrifice, and a warning to those who would try and justify themselves. Only in Christ can we find freedom from the guilt and punishment for sin.
Finally, Absalom, to commemorate himself, build a monument in the King’s Valley. But Jesus has built his monument on Calvary, in the shape of a cross. May we, when we are tempted to sin, turn and fly to that cross, laying our sins at its feet, and there find rest and comfort for our souls!
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“David and his men settled in Gath with Achish.”

Is there any place that you cannot imagine being? Watch out, for you may end up there!

The Philisitine city of Gath is mentioned four times in the book of I Samuel. The first was when the Ark of the Covenant was captured. The Philistines took the ark to Gath to exult over God, and moved it out once God afflicted them. The second mentions Gath as the hometown of Goliath, the champion whom David killed. The third tells that when David fled Saul, he went to Gath and feigned insanity to avoid the Philistine wrath. And the fourth is found in I Samuel 27:

David thought to himself, "One of these days I will be destroyed by the hand of Saul. The best thing I can do is to escape to the land of the Philistines. Then Saul will give up searching for me anywhere in Israel, and I will slip out of his hand." 

So David and the six hundred men with him left and went over to Achish son of Maoch king of Gath. David and his men settled in Gath with Achish. Each man had his family with him, and David had his two wives: Ahinoam of Jezreel and Abigail of Carmel, the widow of Nabal. When Saul was told that David had fled to Gath, he no longer searched for him. 

Gath may have been the last place in the world David would ever think of going, but God led him there in his infinite wisdom. It may have been for the sake of David, or for the people of Gath—the Bible does not give reasons. But we know that God was working behind the scenes to bring David there for a reason.

But even while there, David was not alone. His God was with him, watching out for him and protecting him. God had given him a promise to make him king, and was busy working out that plan in his own time. And so David could go to Gath in peace, trusting in God’s wisdom.
In certain ways, the story of great David’s greater Son, Jesus, is a similar one. Born in Bethlehem, raised in Egypt and Nazareth, Jesus lived a life of wandering and difficulties. Like David, Jesus was on this earth for a purpose; unlike David, Jesus fulfilled that purpose precisely and perfectly. He tells us that purpose in John 3:
Just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life. For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son. This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God."

By keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the will of his Father, Jesus honored his Father’s will, and submitted to it in humble and loving obedience. He knew that his Father had a plan, and that this plan was to “save the world through him.” He knew that this meant that the “Son of Man must be lifted up” because “men loved darkness.” But he also knew that, in the end, the light of the world would shine, and “it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God.”

Because of this perfect obedience and steadfast concentration on the will of God, our Savior has gone through death, into heaven, to prepare a place for us. He will return one day soon to take us to be with him. He promised it, and it is true. In the meanwhile, life may take us through some strange places—places we never dreamed of—but we can be confident that through them all God is working for our good and his glory. May this be our confidence today and every day!
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“The Lord has brought me back empty.”
Perhaps you are familiar with the Book of Ruth. The story is of a woman, Naomi, from the town of Bethlehem, who goes with her husband and two sons to live in Moab. While there, her two sons marry, but then misfortune strikes—all three men die.  At this point, Naomi decided to go back to live in Israel.

Perhaps you are familiar with Ruth’s words, “Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people, and your God will be my God.” These words showed a faithfulness to Naomi that went beyond the bonds of relation. She is rightfully called a good woman.

But what about Naomi? Ruth 1 describes her reaction to these events:

So the two women went on until they came to Bethlehem. When they arrived in Bethlehem, the whole town was stirred because of them, and the women exclaimed, "Can this be Naomi?" 

"Don't call me Naomi," she told them. "Call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very bitter. I went away full, but the LORD has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The LORD has afflicted me; the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me." 

So Naomi returned from Moab accompanied by Ruth the Moabitess, her daughter-in-law, arriving in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was beginning.

Naomi’s words are full of reproach to God for her fate—she mentions that “the Almighty has made my life very bitter” and that he “has brought me back empty.” Such words seem a harsh accusation, but she was pointing the finger in the wrong direction.

For she and her deceased husband had broken the explicit commands of God. They had left the Promised Land, given to them by God, and had lived among God’s enemies. They had left behind the commanded worship of God in his tabernacle. They had allowed their sons to marry foreign women, and so endangered their relationships with God. In Naomi had been a bit more honest with herself, she might have well proclaimed that she had made her own life bitter, and that her sins had afflicted God.

But in her grief, and weakness of faith, she blamed God. Yet, in mercy, God was good to her. Although Ruth was kind to stay with her, God was kinder. He had been holding out his hands to her even in the land of Moab. He had been working out all things for her good. And now he was bringing her back to the Promised Land, to the worship of God, and to a believing Israelite family. God did this because he cared for her.

And that care culminated in working out his promise of the Savior through the line of her daughter-in-law, Ruth. When Jesus went to the cross, he died for the sins of Naomi, Ruth and every sinner. When he lived a life free of accusation, he gave that as a free gift to this believer. He served as the “kinsmen-redeemer” of the family of Naomi, to rescue her from her sinful wandering, and to bring her back home. 
Jesus also calls to us when we wander, and works out the events of life for our eternal spiritual good. He may have to empty us, to let us see the full extent of our sins, to convince us that our path is a wrong one, before we turn back to him. But in every case we can know that we also have a Savior who loves us and died for us, and who will redeem our lives from the grave. Finally, by his grace, he will call us all home to be with him eternally. For this we join in the rejoicing found in Ruth 5:

"Praise be to the LORD, who this day has not left you without a kinsman-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel! He will renew your life and sustain you in your old age.”
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“In those days Israel had no king…”

Amid the many stories of the book of Judges, the story of Micah and his mother sticks out because of its lack of drama. One might even wonder why it appears among the pages of heroism and battles that surround it. The story is found in Judges 17:

Now a man named Micah from the hill country of Ephraim said to his mother, "The eleven hundred shekels of silver that were taken from you and about which I heard you utter a curse—I have that silver with me; I took it." 
      Then his mother said, "The LORD bless you, my son!" 

When he returned the eleven hundred shekels of silver to his mother, she said, "I solemnly consecrate my silver to the LORD for my son to make a carved image and a cast idol. I will give it back to you." 

So he returned the silver to his mother, and she took two hundred shekels of silver and gave them to a silversmith, who made them into the image and the idol. And they were put in Micah's house. 

Now this man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and some idols and installed one of his sons as his priest. In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit. 

The thinking of these two people demonstrates two conflicting principles—their concern for spiritual things, and their striking ignorance of what God demands. They had an amount of money, and felt that it should be used to “make a carved image and a cast idol.” Micah’s mother even went so far as to consecrate this silver to the LORD. Then Micah installed the image and idol in his house, “made an ephod and installed one of his sons as his priest.” They seemed very concerned about religious things.
However, in their zeal they also ignored God’s plain commands—the first commandment, not to make graven images; the third commandment, to worship God at his temple; the fourth commandment, to honor the priesthood God had established; and many, many of the ceremonial laws that God had set forth. The story ends by saying that “everyone did as he saw fit,” and Micah and his mother were certainly good examples of this. Even though they thought they were worshipping God, by their ignorance and stubborn disobedience they were really building and worshipping gods of their own making, and turning away from the true God.

We live in the last days of this dying world, and often it seems that “everyone does as he sees fit.” There resides within each of us the very real desire to adjust the worship of God to fit our preferences and whims. Ignorance or hard-heartedness may tempt us to turn from God’s stern commands and seek our “religious experiences” in forms of our own making. Left unchecked, such thinking could lead us into the double blindness of “having a form of godliness but denying its power.” The world encourages it, our sinful nature is prone to it, and the devil chuckles in glee at each new Pharisee thus created.
But because God loved us, he sent his Son to be the King of Righteousness. He came into this world to live a life of perfect obedience and rapport with his heavenly Father. He taught the commands of God perfectly, neither turning nor denying any of them. After fulfilling all righteousness, he submitted himself to his Father’s will and died for mankind, freeing us from sin and rebellion. He rose again, demonstrating that all was complete and that God’s righteous wrath was appeased. As he fulfilled his role, he became the “gate of heaven” for us.
God continues to hold out his Word, and to teach his truth, on a daily basis. The offer of free forgiveness and eternal life is ours through the work of the Holy Spirit every day we live on this earth. God grant that we see in God’s Word the way to Jesus, and in Jesus we see “the Way” to approach God as he wishes to be worshipped, “in spirit and in truth.” 
This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 6-12-06 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.
“So the sun stood still…”
Most students of history would cite the life of Copernicus (1473-1543) as an important moment in the history of science. Nicolas Copernicus suggested a heliocentric, or sun-centered theory of the solar system, versus the geocentric, or earth-centered, theory common in the world at the time. Most people also know about his famous struggle with the church, wherein he faced persecution for his stand and was finally proved right. Less well known is the general attitude of questioning and skepticism that these events triggered in astronomers. (from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Copernicus) So one wonders what Copernicus would make of the events mentioned in Joshua 10:

On the day the LORD gave the Amorites over to Israel, Joshua said to the LORD in the presence of Israel: 
       "O sun, stand still over Gibeon, 
       O moon, over the Valley of Aijalon." 

So the sun stood still, 
       and the moon stopped, 
       till the nation avenged itself on its enemies, 
      as it is written in the Book of Jashar. 
      The sun stopped in the middle of the sky and delayed going down about a full day. There has never been a day like it before or since, a day when the LORD listened to a man. Surely the LORD was fighting for Israel! 

Human reason boggles at the concept of the sun standing still—how could this be? It struggles for ways to reconcile this with what science knows about the motion of heavenly bodies. It might come up with allegorical or optical-illusion solutions that solve the problem without addressing the real issue. For the real issue is the sinful nature inherent in human reason.

When Joshua 10 says that the sun stood still, we can accept it as being true, for the Bible is true. We can accept is as true because it comes from God, and God does not lie. He is the all-powerful Creator of the world, who can alter or adjust his Creation as he sees fit. That He chose to submit the sun to a man’s prayers is acceptable to us, but only through faith.
For this is hardly the greatest miracle that he has shown us. Our human minds cannot fully comprehend his very nature as a Triune God, three persons in one God. We cannot by ourselves understand his ability to know the future and yet give men choices and free will. And we cannot even imagine the greatest mystery of all—his choice to become a man and live a human life, all the while keeping his complete Godhood.

The greatest mystery of his incarnation is his willingness to suffer in a hell of his own making, for the sins of created beings. Having done that, God died and raised himself from the dead. He ascended into heaven, all the while promising to be with us “to the very end of the age.” And now he is in heaven preparing a place for us, because of his endless love for us. Christ’s love for us is so far beyond us that we can only begin to glimpse it in his Scriptures, and through the work of the Holy Spirit. Yet that same Holy Spirit convinces us that this all is true, and faith clings to those truths and bases our eternal hope upon them fully and unconditionally.
So, if the great matter of eternal salvation, we can trust God completely, in the small matter of Old Testament miracles we can also trust him completely. If he was willing to submit his Son to the cross to die for us, we can also admit he has power to submit the sun to the prayers of man. God grant that we admit freely that God “can do immeasurably more than we can ask or imagine,” and God grant us grace to accept his Word as true, because it is his Word.
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“All the words of the law…”
At our house, we have decided to read through the Bible, one chapter a day. Genesis was great, Exodus was tougher, but once Leviticus began, the discussions turned towards repetition. For while the goal of reading through the Bible front to back is a noble one, it does require some persistence, especially in the first Old Testament books.

Inevitably, there is my sinful nature (as well as in each of our sinful natures) the nagging question of “Why do I need to hear this again? I know that already.” Left in charge, we would soon throw away God’s Word as needlessly redundant, and soon fall away from faith. To read through the entire Bible is to expose that internal struggle that all sinful people face, and to have to deal with that sin.

This ongoing struggle to go back to God’s Word is also found in God’s Word. After entering the Promised Land, Joshua showed the people’s need for the Word in Joshua 8:

Then Joshua built on Mount Ebal an altar to the LORD, the God of Israel, as Moses the servant of the LORD had commanded the Israelites. He built it according to what is written in the Book of the Law of Moses—an altar of uncut stones, on which no iron tool had been used. On it they offered to the LORD burnt offerings and sacrificed fellowship offerings. There, in the presence of the Israelites, Joshua copied on stones the law of Moses, which he had written. All Israel, aliens and citizens alike, with their elders, officials and judges, were standing on both sides of the ark of the covenant of the LORD, facing those who carried it—the priests, who were Levites. Half of the people stood in front of Mount Gerizim and half of them in front of Mount Ebal, as Moses the servant of the LORD had formerly commanded when he gave instructions to bless the people of Israel. 

Afterward, Joshua read all the words of the law—the blessings and the curses—just as it is written in the Book of the Law. There was not a word of all that Moses had commanded that Joshua did not read to the whole assembly of Israel, including the women and children, and the aliens who lived among them.

The events of Joshua 8 took place right after the sin of Achan, who stole things devoted to God. The people suffered for his trespass, and turned back to God in humility and repentance. There seemed to be little need to convince them at this time of the value of Scriptures. They had seen first-hand the effects of sin, and this led the “whole assembly” of Israel to gather and listen.

We, too, might find times when life, or the Law, crushes us and convinces us that we need God. We might crawl to God on our hands and knees and seek his wisdom willingly and eagerly. Such times seem tough, but are blessings indeed, for “the sacrifices of God are a broken and contrite heart.” But at other times we might think things are going pretty well, and that God’s Word is not quite as important. These are dangerous times, for “let him who thinks he is standing be careful, lest he fall.” Our need is not less, but our sinful perception of our self-sufficiency may be stronger.
The reality is that we need God’s Word all the time, for we are always sinful. We need to hear every day that “our sins have separated us from our God,” and that “there is no one who does what is right—not even one.” This daily exercise of seeing the Law reminds us of our inability to save ourselves. But we also hunger daily to hear that in Christ Jesus we have one “who is the atoning sacrifice for the sins of the world,” and who came to “be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God.” We want to be told that this Savior comes to us through his means of grace, and there gives us forgiveness of sins, life and salvation, in a way that we cannot understand. When we see the punishment of sin poured out upon Jesus first-hand, this encourages us to go back again and again to the Word of God, and feast upon it for the eternal welfare of our souls.

Joshua understood this, and so he “read all the words of the Law” to the people. May God, through his Holy Spirit, grant us similar wisdom to seek and know God’s Word in bad times and in good!
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“I know what they are disposed to do…”
As the children of Israel stood at the border of the Promised Land, God told Moses about the future in Deuteronomy 31:

Then the LORD appeared at the Tent in a pillar of cloud, and the cloud stood over the entrance to the Tent. And the LORD said to Moses: "You are going to rest with your fathers, and these people will soon prostitute themselves to the foreign gods of the land they are entering. They will forsake me and break the covenant I made with them. On that day I will become angry with them and forsake them; I will hide my face from them, and they will be destroyed. Many disasters and difficulties will come upon them, and on that day they will ask, 'Have not these disasters come upon us because our God is not with us?' And I will certainly hide my face on that day because of all their wickedness in turning to other gods. 

"Now write down for yourselves this song and teach it to the Israelites and have them sing it, so that it may be a witness for me against them. When I have brought them into the land flowing with milk and honey, the land I promised on oath to their forefathers, and when they eat their fill and thrive, they will turn to other gods and worship them, rejecting me and breaking my covenant. And when many disasters and difficulties come upon them, this song will testify against them, because it will not be forgotten by their descendants. I know what they are disposed to do, even before I bring them into the land I promised them on oath."

It seems odd to human reasoning that God would warn and encourage the nation of Israel to keep commands that he knew that they would not keep. Human reason would either choose to accuse God of taunting man, or expect that God’s standards were unreasonable. In either case, however, human reason would be wrong.

For the reason the nation of Israel soon began to “prostitute themselves to the foreign gods” and begin rejecting God and breaking his covenant was found in their very nature—that they are “disposed” to sin in spite of the blessings of God. Since mankind is sinful, God’s actions cannot wait for perfect or even moderate behavior, for then God would never go into action. Rather, God must work in spite of mankind’s sins, and against mankind’s sins. It is as true an axiom for humans today as it was for Israel, for “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

Therefore, God had to carry out his own perfect plan on his own schedule. Begun before Creation, this plan would focus on the Son of God, and would make him the perfect keeper of God’s righteous decrees. He would live among men, without any sin, and would never turn to “other gods.” He would then pay on the cross for the sins of the entire world, once for all, and become accursed to free us from hell. This plan was promised in the Garden, repeated to Abraham, confirmed at Mt. Sinai, and pictured in the Passover lamb. This plan came to fruition in the person of Jesus Christ, and was revealed to mankind as complete on Easter.

God also knows our sins—past, present, and future. He knows that we tend towards “many disasters and difficulties” due to the sinful nature that still clings to us. But he chooses for the sake of his Son to call us his children, to guide and keep us, to forgive us our sins, and finally to take us into a new Promised Land where we will enjoy the blessings of being with God eternally. All this comes to us for the sake of Christ, and in spite of our many sins. For such mercy, our hearts are gladdened, and our souls are set free. Praise be to the God who works for us despite us!
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“A prophet like me.”

How does one know the truth?

This question has haunted people since the beginning of time. Eve had to speculate about the serpent’s words, and since then things have gone downhill. These days, honest employees, children, bosses, investment brokers, politicians, used car salesmen, and more are at a premium. Every expert has an opinion. Hundreds of churches claiming to speak the “very words of God” vie for attention. How do I know the truth?

It is not surprising that the same question came up for the children of Israel. But God did give them a definitive answer, found in Deuteronomy 18:

The nations you will dispossess listen to those who practice sorcery or divination. But as for you, the LORD your God has not permitted you to do so. The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him. For this is what you asked of the LORD your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly when you said, "Let us not hear the voice of the LORD our God nor see this great fire anymore, or we will die." 

The LORD said to me: "What they say is good. I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them everything I command him. If anyone does not listen to my words that the prophet speaks in my name, I myself will call him to account. But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to death." 

The answer of God for uncertain people was found in the person of “the prophet.” He would be raised up by God, and would one like Moses. By God’s will he would “tell them everything I command him.” The children of Israel were to listen to him, for he would tell them the truth.

This prophet is Jesus Christ, the Word of God made flesh, who identified himself in John 14:

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

He came into the world, in the form of mankind, to testify to sin and its effects.  As God, he spoke the truth and lived the truth. He told the world the truth about their need for a Savior, and proclaimed that he was that Savior, who would suffer hell in their place. He then went to the cross to complete his act of justification, and rose again to prove that his words were true. By his wounds the world is healed.
But even after his ascension, he continues to be the prophet, who proclaims the truth through the preaching and teaching of His Word. He comes in the means of grace and still convicts the world of sin, and declares forgiveness of sins through the work of His Holy Spirit. He still tells us everything the Father commands him, and we still are commanded to listen to him.

God, speaking through the words of Peter, reminds us that God’s fulfilled promise of a prophet is for us to hear and believe, in Acts 3:

"Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders. But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would suffer. Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you—even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets. For Moses said, 'The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own people; you must listen to everything he tells you. Anyone who does not listen to him will be completely cut off from among his people.' “ 

In Jesus is truth, for Jesus is truth. In a world filled with lies, his truth shines like a light in the darkness, and the darkness cannot overcome it. God grant us the wisdom to hear the Prophet, to God’s glory, and for our good!
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“To that place you must go.”
Six million men, plus women and children. 
Twelve tribes. 
Hundreds of cities. 
But only one place to worship God.

When Moses was preparing his final comments, found in the book of Deuteronomy, he was very specific about where the people of Israel were to go to offer sacrifices. In Deuteronomy 12 God tells us about the one place of worship:

These are the decrees and laws you must be careful to follow in the land that the LORD, the God of your fathers, has given you to possess—as long as you live in the land. Destroy completely all the places on the high mountains and on the hills and under every spreading tree where the nations you are dispossessing worship their gods. Break down their altars, smash their sacred stones and burn their Asherah poles in the fire; cut down the idols of their gods and wipe out their names from those places. 

You must not worship the LORD your God in their way. But you are to seek the place the LORD your God will choose from among all your tribes to put his Name there for his dwelling. To that place you must go; there bring your burnt offerings and sacrifices, your tithes and special gifts, what you have vowed to give and your freewill offerings, and the firstborn of your herds and flocks. There, in the presence of the LORD your God, you and your families shall eat and shall rejoice in everything you have put your hand to, because the LORD your God has blessed you. 

The one place of worship was set up in opposition to the many places of the nations of Canaan. Idolatry was carried out “on the high mountains and on the hill and under every spreading tree”—in short, wherever people wanted to go. In addition, they worship a multiplicity of gods in a multiplicity of ways. But the explicit command of Moses was to destroy these many high places and false gods, and to worship the One True God in one place of his choosing. To do otherwise was to engage in idolatry, and to destroy the right relationship with God.

Today there is still a strong ongoing desire to worship God at our convenience. Some might say that they find God in a secluded woods or quiet beach, and others point out that God is everywhere, so I can worship him anywhere. Still others might say that all people worship God, but simply do it in their own ways. But there is still only one place to worship the true God, and that is at the cross of Calvary. Only in Jesus Christ can we truly know the power of God and the love of God, for only at the scene of his death do we see the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Only through Jesus do we gain access to God, and only through him are our prayers answered. Only through his complete act of justification does God put his name on us.

Also, the grace of God is given to us through one means—the means of grace, which is the Bible in Word and Sacrament. Whenever we find those means of grace, the Holy Spirit comes to us and gives us his atoning salvation, and puts his name on us. He puts his name on us in Holy Baptism, when he calls us his child, and claims us as his own. He puts his name on us in Holy Communion, when he gives his body and blood “given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins.” He puts his name on us in church, when the pastor preaches and teaches the Word of God, and when he blesses us in the Benediction.
Today, through Christ, we are set free from the ceremonial need to go to Jerusalem to worship, “for God is spirit, and his worshippers must worship him in Spirit and in truth.” But there is still just one place to go to worship God—where the means of grace are present in truth and purity—and we do well regularly to “seek the place the LORD your God will choose.” God grant us his grace to willingly say, “To that place we must go!”
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”not one is missing”
Among the miracles of God in the Old Testament, it is easy to forget the miracle of the Twelve Thousand.

As the children of Israel approached the Promised Land, God told them to commission 12,000 men, 1,000 from each tribe, to fight against and totally destroy the nation of Midian. The Midianites had hired a sorcerer, Balaam, first to curse the Israelites, and then later, when that did not work, to turn them from God by tempting them to idolatry. To keep his plan of salvation alive, God told the nation of Israel to attack and destroy them.

But 12,000 soldiers is a very small number, to attack a nation as powerful as the Midianites. One might think they would never succeed, or would experience tremendous casualties if they even attacked. However, the miracle of God is told in Numbers 31:

They fought against Midian, as the LORD commanded Moses, and killed every man. Among their victims were Evi, Rekem, Zur, Hur and Reba—the five kings of Midian. They also killed Balaam son of Beor with the sword. The Israelites captured the Midianite women and children and took all the Midianite herds, flocks and goods as plunder. They burned all the towns where the Midianites had settled, as well as all their camps. They took all the plunder and spoils, including the people and animals, and brought the captives, spoils and plunder to Moses and Eleazar the priest and the Israelite assembly at their camp on the plains of Moab, by the Jordan across from Jericho. 

Given victory in battle, the Israelites had witnessed a miraculous intervention. But a greater blessing came when the commanders counted up their soldiers:
Then the officers who were over the units of the army—the commanders of thousands and commanders of hundreds—went to Moses and said to him, "Your servants have counted the soldiers under our command, and not one is missing. So we have brought as an offering to the LORD the gold articles each of us acquired—armlets, bracelets, signet rings, earrings and necklaces—to make atonement for ourselves before the LORD." 

Not only had God completely defeated the enemy, not a single Israelite was missing! The magnitude of the victory won by God and given to his people moved the soldiers to give a special thank-offering, as a reminder of the grace of God.

God has also won a tremendous victory for us, a miracle of his grace, in defeating our sworn enemies:  this world, the devil and our own sinful nature. He won this victory when he died on the cross, once for all men, to deflect the wrath of God onto himself. In his bloodshed, we received total payment of all our debts. The triumph was announced when Christ rose from the dead and ascended back to his throne in heaven.
But that great victory continues today, as he sends his Holy Spirit to strengthen and keep each of his children in the faith, and to build them up through his means of grace. Like the victory given to the ancient Israelites, this blood-bought victory is so complete that it keeps safe all those who belong to Jesus. In John 6, Jesus testified to this truth:

Then Jesus declared, "I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty. But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. 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."
It is a hallmark of God’s victories that they are both complete and free from casualties. The victory given to us in Christ Jesus is just such a miracle. Should I ever begin to wonder if I am just a pawn, or if my God loves me personally, I can reconsider again the words and works of my Savior, and know that I am being kept safe by an ongoing miracle of God. May our lives and actions be a testimony of thanksgiving to his miracle of faith!
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“as the LORD commanded him”
47 times, in the books of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers, the phrases “as the LORD commanded him” or “as the LORD commanded Moses” appear. They cover a time from the plagues and the Passover to the border of the promised land of Canaan. They include the huge level of detail in building the tabernacle, and in setting up the laws and ordinances of the people of Israel. In these 47 times, Moses obeyed the LORD “as the LORD commanded him.”

But this phrase is missing from the events recorded in Numbers 20, when Moses sinned:

Now there was no water for the community, and the people gathered in opposition to Moses and Aaron. They quarreled with Moses and said, "If only we had died when our brothers fell dead before the LORD! Why did you bring the LORD's community into this desert, that we and our livestock should die here? Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place? It has no grain or figs, grapevines or pomegranates. And there is no water to drink!" 

Moses and Aaron went from the assembly to the entrance to the Tent of Meeting and fell facedown, and the glory of the LORD appeared to them. The LORD said to Moses, "Take the staff, and you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will pour out its water. You will bring water out of the rock for the community so they and their livestock can drink." 

So Moses took the staff from the LORD's presence, just as he commanded him. He and Aaron gathered the assembly together in front of the rock and Moses said to them, "Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?" Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank. 

But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, "Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them." 

These were the waters of Meribah, where the Israelites quarreled with the LORD and where he showed himself holy among them.

To the casual observer, God might seem a bit harsh here. Moses was a model of consistency, turning the wrath of the Almighty away from the Israelites many times when they strayed. Surely the one time could be overlooked! After all, there are 47 other times (at least) that he did “as the LORD commanded him!”

But such human logic is merely that—human. God’s logic is found in his holiness, which is absolute and perfect. He never sins, never does wrong, and never compromises. He is perfect, and tells his people “be holy, as I the LORD your God am holy.” Moses failed, and thus he deserved the condemnation of a holy God. One sin was failure to a God who “showed himself holy among them.”
The same ultimate standard of perfection still applies to us today. We might try to rationalize, excuse, or hedge, but God still demands that all people everywhere be perfect, without any sin or error. And he still maintains a place called hell to punish those who fail to keep his perfect commands without flaw. 

The problem our sinful natures see with that standard is that it leaves no room for our effort. We can’t be the perfect people God expects us to be, and so unless we admit ourselves to be miserable failures, it is far easier for us to try and mentally change God’s words, make excuses, or just avoid his laws and decrees. But that just drives us deeper into despair, and further away from God.

What we need is someone who was “like a son of man,” who lived among us and “was tempted in every way, just as we are, yet was without sin.” We need one who never once sinned, and who always did the right thing. We need a holy God to become one of us, and to be perfect for us.

And we need that holy God to take on himself the punishment for our sins, to suffer the eternal hell prepared for inconsistent people, and to do so completely. We need him to die for us, without any contribution, effort, or skill by us, to satisfy God’s righteous decrees and bring peace between flawed mankind and a flawless God.

So that is just what Jesus did. He filled the need of Moses, the Israelites, you and me when he died on the cross. He gives us his perfection, and takes on himself our sins. And he does that for each and every sin, so that we can be sure that God’s demand for perfection is completely satisfied. Through his life and death, Jesus “shows himself holy” among us, and declares us holy in God’s sight.

Moses looked forward to this Savior, and through faith was declared righteous. We look back to that Savior, and by the same faith find peace with God. May God save us from our own logic, and move us to freely confess our sins and find our perfection in Jesus Christ!
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