“the secret”

If you follow popular culture, you likely have heard of a best-selling book called “The Secret.” In this book, the author, Rhonda Byrne, proposes “the Law of Attraction,” which she claims to have learned in 2004 from old books. This law posits that just about anything can be had by attraction through positive thinking. It is a “secret” in the sense that few people know it; by learning her principles you can have whatever you want in life.

It may surprise you, however, to learn that Rhonda Byrne was not the first person to propose a “secret” to getting “whatever you want.” Thousands of years ago, God wrote through the apostle Paul about “the secret,” but with a completely different emphasis, as found in Philippians 4:

I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you have been concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.

“The secret” Paul had learned was not the trick to satisfying my earthly lust and greed—he knew that “every good and perfect gift is from above, from the Father of heavenly lights.” He knew Jesus’ reminder that “you cannot serve both God and Money.” He had heard Jesus’ warning that “love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” The secret of being greedy and selfish was not invented by Rhonda Byrne three years ago, but by Adam thousands of years ago, and there is no “secret” at all to the sinful attitude of “looking out for myself.” It comes so naturally that even the smallest child knows it instinctively, and all mankind practices it every day in every way.
No, “the secret” Paul knew and testified to was the “the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” This secret had to do with the attitude, not the physical circumstances; and this secret had to come from outside of sinful Paul. The key to his secret? “I can do everything through him who gives me strength,” that is, through Jesus Christ.
For Paul knew that Jesus, though he was rich in his very nature, had become poor for sinful man, “taking the very nature of a servant.” He knew that, in human form, he had “humbled himself and became obedient unto death—even death on a cross!” Paul knew that through the death of Christ, the sin of his selfish greedy attitude had been atoned for, and the penalty of hell Paul deserved had been borne by his Savior. In dying, Christ had given Paul a new life and the riches of heaven, as a free gift of grace. This was “the secret” of being content—to ponder the life and death of the Christ, and to resolve to thank that same Jesus with all that he was and had.

Earlier, in Philippians 3, Paul expressed his goals of thankfulness differently:

But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.

All other things in this world, apart from Christ, Paul considered “a loss” and “rubbish,” for none of them had any comparison to the great gift of “the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.” This led Paul to say that his goal was “to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings.” For Paul, following in Christ through life and into death meant leaving behind the things of this world. This attitude of thankfulness to God was (and is) “the secret” to worldly possessions, the key to understanding correctly the things of this earth. 
This “secret” comes only to those who have been given faith, through the gift of the Holy Spirit in the means of grace. By his mercy, we are among those who have been chosen to know Christ; we have been predestined to “be found in him.” Through his Word, we have been given “the secret” to being content in this life, and “the Way” to eternal life in heaven. May we always cherish this message of Gospel grace, by which we live in Him!
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“bought at a price”

Do you like to get a bargain? I do. I especially like it when I buy something useful to me for pennies on the dollar. But then again, often the search to find such value can uncover things that look more like “trash” than “treasure.” And an object is no bargain, even at a low price, if it is ruined and unusable. For who can make gold out of worthless trash?
Fortunately for us, God does not use this same thinking when it comes to us, for I Corinthians 6 describes the natural state of every human being—no bargain at all, because of sin:

Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.
Paul, in summarizing sinful mankind, notes many kinds of “wicked” people: those who are “sexually immoral” and “adulterers,” putting love of sex above love of God; “idolaters,” those who break the first commandment by loving things of this world more than God; the “greedy,” “thieves,” and “swindlers,” who put possessions first; “male prostitutes” and “homosexual offenders,” who deny the natural order and value of marriage; “slanderers” and “swindlers,” who are not content with what they have from God, and “drunkards,” who love alcohol more than God. Paul warns them that no such person “will inherit the kingdom of God.” Such people are only good for throwing away into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and all who follow his rebellion against God.

It is a miracle of God’s grace, therefore, that he should chose to give up his most precious possession, his only Son, to purchase a world full of such rotten and ruined people. Even though our sins had made us “worthless,” God in mercy sent his Son Jesus to exchange his perfect life for us, taking upon himself the worthlessness of sin and suffering completely in hell to pay for its rebellion. He bought us back, redeeming us by his blood, when he washed away our sins on the cross of Calvary. God, in his infinite wisdom, gave us value and worth by crediting his Son’s perfect life to us; he paid the full price to make us his children, to set us free to sin no more. And he gave us the seal of the Holy Spirit to mark us as his own when he “washed” and “sanctified” us “in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
Paul reminds us what this means for us, later in this same chapter:

Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.

For the Christian who understands his inherent worthlessness and the redemptive act of God that gave him “every good gift,” there is no greater joy than to understand that we are God’s, and that we were “bought at a price.” He knows that he is now free—not free to sin, and thus “grieve the Holy Spirit,” but free to serve his loving Savior in many different ways, with many different gifts, confident of the eternity “waiting to be revealed” in him by the grace of God and through the power of the Holy Spirit. This freedom allows us to see others as gifts of God; it encourages us to treat others as we would treat Christ, it reminds to be “speaking the truth in love,” and it reassures us that “sin is no longer our master,” but that we belong to Christ now and forever. Such is the result when the sinner is “bought at a price” by a loving and merciful God. By the Holy Spirit’s power, such is a result that we experienced in our baptism. Praise God for his merciful purchase of us at Calvary!
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“an offering acceptable to God”

“What can I bring?”  You may have said these words, when invited to a party.  The desire to help out shows an appreciation both for the hosts and for the invitation to get together.

“What can I bring to the LORD?”  You may also have heard or said these words, when invited to come and stand in the presence of God on a given Sunday.  This desire to bring a gift springs from an appreciation for God’s goodness and the opportunity to gather together to hear about His love.

Now, in one sense, we can bring nothing to God, because he owns everything.  He has no needs.  He is the giver of “every good and perfect gift.”  And no matter what we seek to bring, it is tainted and twisted by sin.

But in another sense, any gift we bring is holy and pleasing to God.  This is because through Christ, God has forgiven our sins and cleansed us from all unrighteousness.  When Jesus died, the guilt of our sin was taken away, and his perfection was given to us a free gift.  Faith clings to the promise of forgiveness and new life.

Paul’s letter to the Romans shows that this twin understanding of sin and grace, and the desire to read, hear, learn and take to heart the Word of God, is our greatest gift to God. God tells us this in Romans 15:

    I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another. I have written you quite boldly on some points, as if to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles with the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.

Paul reminds his brothers in Christ that they are “full of goodness” and “complete in knowledge.” Even though they were sinners, God had worked this miracle in them through “the grace God gave” Paul, the “gospel of God.” This message of forgiveness made the Gentiles into “acceptable” offerings, and moved them to seek ways to grow in this knowledge and grace, to strive to become what God had already credited them with being in his message to them. This would invariably turn them to God’s Word and his Sacraments, for they are “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.” 

Was there any way that the Roman Christians would have ignored these powerful means, knowing that they were “words of eternal life?” Or rather, would they not hunger and thirst for them as their highest need, learn and take them to heart, and esteem them as their greatest treasure? As it was with the Roman Christians at the time of Paul, so it is with us…our greatest need is for the Word of God; our greatest joy is to learn and apply it; and our greatest gift to God is the time we spend hearing his Word, cherishing his body and blood, pondering our baptism, and knowing that in all these things God works for our temporal and eternal welfare. God grant that we always see the regular and persistent use of the means of grace as the best way to bring “an offering acceptable to God!”
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“all things”
“All” is such a dangerous word. In order for “all” to be true, there must be no exceptions or variations. There must complete uniformity. In human terms, “all” is rarely possible. But with God, “all” is indeed possible, as Romans 8 testifies:

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified. 
What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: 


   "For your sake we face death all day long; 
      we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." 
No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Fifty-six times in the book of Romans God uses the word “all;” six times in the section above from Romans 8. “All” is used to describe God’s work for our good (“in all things”), the object of his redemptive work (“gave him up for us all”), the further blessings God wants to give (“will give us all things”), the length of time God’s children face death (“all day long”), the entirety of “all creation” and the entirety of God’s plan to make us “more than conquerors through him who loved us.” God is not shy about absolutes, and when he says “all” he means that there is nothing missing.
For example, “all men have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”—each of us, without exception, has sinned; each of us deserved God’s wrath. “All who sin under the law will be judged by the law”—no one can claim to not be part of this judgment. And, as Romans 8 points out, sinful mankind will “face death all day long” for their many and various trespasses—no one is holy by themselves. The absolutes of mankind are a dreary litany of failure, evil, and despair, and all mankind is doomed by nature to spend “all” eternity in hell.

Fortunately for mankind, God’s plan of salvation is also complete—he chose in mercy to “give up (his Son)” in our place, as a sacrifice of redemption. Jesus’ life was one of perfect success and obedience—in all his dealings, he did not sin. This perfect life was then placed on the cross to suffer and die for every sin that mankind had ever committed, so that we might have a perfect redemption from all our evil, and complete freedom for all eternity. Because this love was from God, it was for “us all;” because it was won by Christ’s blood, it was able to justify us completely. Because of this completed work, God is “for us;” Jesus stands at the right hand of the Father “interceding for us.” And the Spirit produces faith in us that clings to the promise that we are “more than conquerors through him who loved us.” This moves us to also affirm that “nothing in all creation will be able separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
Few things in this world are absolute—but the love of God, his Son’s redemption, and the certainty produced by the Spirit’s gift of faith are certain, for they are based on God and his work. And God does not change—therefore we are not destroyed. Praise be to God for all that he has done and all he still does for us, through Jesus Christ!
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“it was credited to him”
As I worked on my master’s degree, I became aware of an important point of research—not only was it important what was said, but also by whom it was said. Read enough research on one topic, and you will begin to understand that each person has views and perspectives that color their comments. Some are more knowledgeable, and others are more opinionated. To sort out all these biases, it is important to use footnotes to describe who said what, and when. Then you can consider the source as well as the detail.

So who is the source of the Bible, and why was it written? Romans 4 testifies to the truth of God as revealed to Abraham, and us, concerning God’s justification:

Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to him, "So shall your offspring be." Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead—since he was about a hundred years old—and that Sarah's womb was also dead. Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. This is why "it was credited to him as righteousness." The words "it was credited to him" were written not for him alone, but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.

In this chapter, Paul points to the Old Testament “father,” Abraham, as an example of what belief is. He notes that “against all hope, Abraham in hope believed” in the “promise of God,” because he knew that God “had power to do what he had promised.” Such faith led him to “give glory to God,” despite his own personal weakness, and “was credited to him as righteousness.” Abraham, testifying clearly to the truth of God’s promises, thus became “the father of many nations.”


Even Abraham, however, could not accomplish the feat of righteousness in himself, by himself. Rather, Abraham in faith pointed to another, to “Jesus our LORD,” the one who is perfectly faithful and powerful to keep his promises. Abraham’s faith was not in himself, but in a coming Savior who was promised in the Garden of Eden, whose line was to be from Abraham’s offspring, and by whom “all nations on earth would be blessed.” In faith, Abraham knew to point to Jesus, the eternal Son of God who would come to die on the cross for sinful men. Through faith, he looked ahead to the Christ, and the Christ “credited him” righteousness by his atoning death on the cross.
We, too, might be tempted to look at other people as examples—be they parents, teachers, pastors, celebrities, or friends. They may be faithful in their lives, kind in their dealings, and loving in their actions. But even the best of men cannot give us what we need most—even the most knowledgeable or best person cannot provide us with righteousness and credit it to us through faith—only Jesus Christ, our LORD and our Savior, can accomplish that great act. For only he was “delivered over to death for our sins,” and only he “was raised to life for our justification.” Only he speaks with final authority when he says, “Your sins are forgiven,” and only he has the ability to cover over our sins with his innocent blood.

In his Word, Jesus makes tremendous, almost unbelievable promises. We might be tempted to doubt or waver in our trust in them, until we remember the source of the Bible—these are not words “written by men,” but are the “words of God.” Because they come from God, we can trust that they are completely true, tremendously powerful, and effective to accomplish all that God wishes for us now and eternally. These words, and the faith which is “credited” through them, are written “for us”—“for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our LORD from the dead.” Praise God for his Word and Sacraments, which brings us life, and which is all we need for now and for eternity!
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“to repay the debt”

“The bill is due! The deadline is the 15th! Don’t forget, and don’t delay, or it may hurt your credit rating!” Part of modern living is the payment of bills, the tracking of expenses and allocation of funds. At times, it can be a very frustrating experience to find that you don’t have the funds you need, or that you missed an important deadline.

Spiritually, there is also a payment due, as the Word of God testifies in Matthew 18:

"Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt."

We are among those who owe a monstrous debt to our Lord, because of our many sins and shortcomings. For the man in the parable, ten thousand talents was millions of man-hours of work—an impossible debt to pay. For us, who sin daily in many ways, our debt is also a mountainous and growing burden, which we cannot recompense. So how shall we pay this debt? What shall we do to cover the “payment due?” The parable describes the action of the man with the enormous debt:

"The servant fell on his knees before him. 'Be patient with me,' he begged, 'and I will pay back everything.' The servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let him go."

For a debtor in over his means, only a plea for mercy could cover the debt—the only solution is to fall on our knees to a merciful God. Like the man in the parable, we too can go to our heavenly Father, and ask him for his pity. Unlike the man in the parable, we must go without any assumption that we can “pay back everything.” Rather, we can only go to the mercy seat of God with the person of Jesus Christ.

For in Jesus Christ, we find one who is rich beyond compare—as the Son of God, he is “heir of all things.” But he made his richness into poverty when he died for us on the cross, taking upon himself our debts and paying for them with his own blood. This Savior “died once for all,” that all might be set free from guilt—free to live lives of gratitude and mercy towards God and man. By God’s grace, that is the position we occupy—freed from debt, we become debtors to all men, in loving response to Christ’s richness towards us. This debt might be love, or forgiveness, or help, or prayers, or physical possessions; but regardless of the form, we whose mountain of guilt has been removed are pleased and eager to “let no debt remain, except the continuing debt to love one another.” We are anxious to thank our Lord and Savior for what he has done by lives lived in thankfulness to his wondrous mercy. And if we should wane in our earnestness or desire to pay these debts of love, we need only go and visit the site of our emancipation, the mountain of shame called Calvary, and there find all the reasons in the world for us to “love because he first loved us.” May this be our ongoing prayer—that Christ has freed me from debt, that I may live a life thankful to him now and eternally!
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“just like your fathers…”

Fundamental to the “American Dream” is the concept of advancement—that the lives of the children will be better than the lives of their fathers. People have moved great distances, worked long hours, and scrimped and saved so that their children can be “better off.” But does it really work?

The expert on Jewish history, Stephan, by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, would interject a note of reality into this “dream,” as recorded in Acts 7:

"But our fathers refused to obey him. Instead, they rejected him and in their hearts turned back to Egypt. They told Aaron, 'Make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who led us out of Egypt—we don't know what has happened to him!' That was the time they made an idol in the form of a calf. They brought sacrifices to it and held a celebration in honor of what their hands had made. But God turned away and gave them over to the worship of the heavenly bodies. This agrees with what is written in the book of the prophets: 

" 'Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings 
      forty years in the desert, O house of Israel? 
You have lifted up the shrine of Molech 
      and the star of your god Rephan, 
      the idols you made to worship. 
   Therefore I will send you into exile' beyond Babylon. 

"You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit! Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him—you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it."

Stephan noted that, contrary to a glorified history common among the Jews of the time, the track record of the “fathers” was not good—they “refused to obey” God, and “rejected him and in their hearts turned back to Egypt.” They “made an idol in the form of a calf,” and thus “God turned away” from them and gave them over into idolatry. Stephen then described how the Jews of his time were “just like” their fathers—resisting the Holy Spirit, killing those who would warn them, and finally choosing to betray and kill “the Righteous One,” Jesus Christ. The sons were no better off than the forefathers—all alike had earned the penalty of separation from God and eternal damnation as a result of their persistent and willful sins.

Were Stephen among us, he would proclaim the same message, for we too have the same sinful nature as the Jews of his day. We, too, have, in our sinful weakness, turned away from God and followed other gods of our own making. We, too, have failed to worship God “with our whole heart,” but rather have been “stiff-necked” and obstinate towards God and his Word. And like the Jews, we too by nature have earned eternal damnation for the sins of our fathers and their exact duplicates, our sins.

Because of mankind’s inherited evil, mankind can not free itself from the curse of sin. Therefore, in love God sent his only-begotten Son, Jesus Christ, to be a sin offering for man. He came to be perfect in our place, to be damned for our trespasses, and by his death to free us from our slavery to the “empty way of life handed down to us by our forefathers.” Jesus was sent by the “Father of us all” to take away the stain of sin, by “being made sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God.” The spotless Lamb of God was the only One who could carry out this task, for he was holy as his heavenly Father was holy. He did not need to die for his own sins; and so his death on the cross, having burned in hell for us, was credited to us as a complete payment for our sinful natures and our unrighteous acts.
The righteousness of that perfect act of forgiveness—the death of Christ—comes not from our fathers or our culture. They must testify that there is “nothing good in me, that is, in my sinful nature.” Rather, this righteousness comes from the work of the Holy Spirit in the means of grace, the Scripture in Word and Sacraments. When the Word is proclaimed, it teaches us to realize that “there is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” It also encourages us to believe that “all are justified freely through faith in Christ Jesus.” Through God’s chosen means—not men, but his Word—he chooses to bring this life and apply it to sinful people such as ourselves. Such faith comes only from a God who has carried out this promised plan, and who will faithfully work out all things for our good. Like our fathers, we have a definite need for this saving faith today and every day. Praise be to God that he has fulfilled that need in Christ Jesus, our Lord!
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“Many other…”

What color was Jesus’ hair?  Eyes?  Clothes?

Was he short or tall?  Bearded or not?

Perhaps you have heard questions like this, or even thought them.  Although we know many things about Jesus, there are also things we do not know.  One might be inclined to wonder why these things are not told to us.  If a little information is good, then isn’t more better?  Or perhaps the Word of God needs a bit more to make it truly effective?

Believe it or not, one of the gospel writers, John, addresses these issues in John 20 and 21:

    Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.

    Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.

John answers our questions in two ways:

1) By telling us that Jesus did indeed do many other things.

2) By pointing out that the things that are written down by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit are sufficient for building up our faith in Jesus Christ.

Because we have a sinful nature, we tend to want to look beyond the Bible, or make up things in addition to it.  We have a natural tendency to try and add to or “complete” God’s Word with our word.

Fortunately, when Jesus died on the cross for our sins, he also died for this sinful tendency, as well as every other sin.  He suffered on the cross for our wanderings, and went to hell for our speculation.  He then rose, triumphantly, from the grave, and ascended into heaven.  From there, he sends out his Word throughout the world, to bring people to know the revealed truth.  Having taken away our sins, he gives us his focused life as a free gift.

Paul reminded his friend in I Timothy 3 to make the “main thing” the “main thing,” and through these words we are reminded as well:

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
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“You know the way…”
Promises, promises, promises.   Have you ever made a rash promise, and then struggled to keep it? Or did you renege, and have to deal with feelings of betrayal and guilt? If so, then you understand the universal human condition, as described by Jesus, exemplified by Peter, and solved by Christ, in John 13-14:

Simon Peter asked him, "Lord, where are you going?" 
      Jesus replied, "Where I am going, you cannot follow now, but you will follow later." 

Peter asked, "Lord, why can't I follow you now? I will lay down my life for you." 

Then Jesus answered, "Will you really lay down your life for me? I tell you the truth, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times! 
"Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going." 

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

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

The events from the last week of Jesus’ life are recorded in great detail in the book of John; he tells of Jesus’ invitation to “follow later” down the path that leads to death. Peter, not understanding this path, chose to affirm that he was able and willing to “lay down his life” for Jesus. Jesus, knowing Peter’s sinful nature perfectly, understood that such promises of sanctification were impossible—Jesus knew that Peter would “disown” Jesus three times. The path to following Jesus did not lie in knowledge of and affirmation of any person’s goals or abilities, for all men are sinful from birth—sheep “who love to wander,” and destined by nature only for eternal death in hell. The solution to “following Jesus” was not more knowledge of man’s work and promises.
Rather, Jesus pointed himself to “the way” as the source of comfort and peace. He reminded the disciples that in heaven there were “many rooms,” and that he was going “to prepare a place” there for them. And he would “come back and take” them “to be with” Christ. They could trust and know that this was true, for it was promised by a perfect and sinless God, who did not lie or change his mind. 

But before Jesus would come back, he would have to go. He would have to be handed over the sinful men, and be put to death on a cross. He would have to die in the place of those who broke their promises to God and man, to pay the debt of hell for all mankind’s rash belief in man’s inherent goodness. Jesus would become “the way” by dying on the cross of shame for braggarts like Peter and you and me; he would open a path to heaven for doubters like Thomas and you and me, by his innocent blood freely given in our place. Only Jesus could proclaim that “I am the way, the truth and the life,” and his death on the cross showed most clearly that his love and the Father’s love were one in spirit and in truth.
In baptism, God has placed this promise on us—he has given us the true certainty of forgiveness of sins and eternal life through the water and the Word. The baptismal faith, given to us after birth into sin, but before we could claim or even imagine our own piety, brought us knowledge of the death of Christ through the work of the Holy Spirit. It created in us living faith, which clings to the death of Christ as its own. It moved us to love and know Jesus, and to “take up our cross” and follow him through this life and into the next. This same faith makes us trust in Jesus through good times and bad; it encourages us to see Him in his Word and Sacraments, and it reminds us to consider him the only Way to gain perfect peace with God on earth and in heaven. The faith given by baptism is a promise from God to us; and God does not disappoint or forget his promises. Praise God that he has remembered his people by water and the Word! Praise God that through his death, He is our way to heaven!
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“But seek his kingdom”
This past weekend, I presented on the topic of “Devotions in the Family” at a Family Retreat in the Black Hills of South Dakota. It was a very enjoyable time, and I loved speaking about the blessings of studying God’s Word for personal and family growth in Jesus. However, I do have a confession to make—I was asked a question, and I didn’t answer it very well. At the end of one part of the presentation, someone asked me a question—“Is it a sin to worry?” and I dropped the ball. For my own catharsis, then, I would like to repent, and have God’s Word give the answer I could not give then.

For the answer to worry is indeed found in God’s Word, in Luke 12:

Then Jesus said to his disciples: "Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what you will wear. Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes. Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap, they have no storeroom or barn; yet God feeds them. And how much more valuable you are than birds! Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? Since you cannot do this very little thing, why do you worry about the rest? 

"Consider how the lilies grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you, not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today, and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, how much more will he clothe you, O you of little faith! And do not set your heart on what you will eat or drink; do not worry about it. For the pagan world runs after all such things, and your Father knows that you need them. But seek his kingdom, and these things will be given to you as well. 
"Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions and give to the poor. Provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also."
When Jesus speaks of worry, he speaks of it as something to be avoided—“do not worry about your life.” He gives examples from life—the inability of man to “add a single hour to his life,” the care God demonstrates in the ravens and the lilies, and God’s marvelous knowledge and power in caring for our needs. He also points out that “life is more than food” and “the body more than clothes.” He therefore encourages his listeners to not “set your heart on what you will eat or drink.” He reminds us to “not worry about it.”


So, is it a sin? Absolutely! Anything that Jesus tells us not to do is a sin! And it is a sin that we each fall into regularly, when we worry ourselves with our future, our physical possessions, or our sustenance. Even worse, such a sin can forget the “greater things” of this world, forgoing the worship and praise of God in an endless attempt to make a paradise of this world and to center this world on ourselves, as the self-made gods who provide “every good and perfect gift.” By nature, we surely deserve an eternity in hell for our sins of worry and lack of trust in God.
Yet Jesus also points sinful men who fall into such sins back to the goodness of God—he reminds them to “seek his kingdom,” and to know that “the Father is pleased to give you the kingdom.” Jesus tells them that in doing so, “all these things will be given to you as well.” Jesus himself modeled this in his own life, giving up his earthly possessions and willingly giving to the poor. He himself “had no place to rest his head,” yet he “carried the infirmities” and “healed the diseases” of all who came to him. He fed the 4000 and 5000 even while he himself went without. He kept his perfect life focused entirely on his Father’s will and glory.
And this focus on his Heavenly Father’s Word and on our needs led him to make the ultimate sacrifice—to give up his perfect life as a payment for our sins of selfishness, worry, and greed. He poured out his innocent blood as the complete atonement for our evil, taking upon himself the damnation we deserved and setting us free from eternal torment in hell. As Isaiah prophesied, “by his wounds we are healed.” Because his heart was entirely focused on his Father, and on us, he was willing to give up the treasure of his perfect life to satisfy his Father’s desires, and to give us forgiveness of sins and life.

In Christ, then, is the answer to the sin of worry—not in “worrying about my tendency to worry.” For I cannot indeed add a single hour to my life; I cannot save myself. Because of the work of Christ, however, I do not need to—Christ has done for me everything I could not do. He has won for me the greatest treasure of heaven. He has in his loving and pierced hands my future glory. It remains for me to “forget what is behind” and to “fix my thoughts on Jesus, the author and perfector of my faith.” As I grow to know him through the Word, I will find in him the solution to my worries on this earth—I will see in him both “the kingdom of God” and “all things” as well.
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“he does not know how”

“Why, Daddy, why?” 

Going camping with small children can be a daunting experience—

“Why is the sky blue?”
“Why do the fish make bubbles?”
“Why did that flower end up looking like that?” 

These are all valid questions, and the old science teacher in me tried to answer as many as I could. But there are bigger questions—questions about life and death, eternity and destiny—that children of all ages might well ask—

“Why did God create hell?”
“How does faith work?”
“What else do I need to know about God?”
Fortunately for us, God answers these questions, in the form of a parable, in Mark 4:

He also said, "This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come."
In this parable, Jesus explains the answer to just about every question concerning faith—in comparing “the kingdom of God” to a growing seed. He points out that “a man scatters seed on the ground,” and then goes about his life. Without any effort on his part, “night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows.” Soon, “all by itself,” the grain become ripe and “the harvest has come.”
The comparison of “the kingdom of God” to a growing seed is an apt one, for who can make a seed grow? Only God can do this. And how does it happen? Only God knows. He might reveal, either through his Word or through science, some of the intricacies of the process, but in the end it is only by God’s abiding power that all this comes about.

The same is true of the process of salvation carried out by the Christ. We can describe the history of the man Jesus—we can note his birth and his growth as a child. We can hear about his perfect life, and learn his teachings. We can even describe the manner in which each of his sinless acts was carried out “that the Scriptures might be fulfilled.” And we can understand his act of dying on the cross, an innocent man condemned without fault.

But it is the work of God to believe that this death was carried out in our place, or to grasp the fact that Christ’s eternity suffered in hell meant eternal life for us. This saving act of God is performed through his Holy Spirit, in the means of grace, in a manner that we cannot fully apprehend. Like a little child, we might have questions about the process, but we can only know what God has allowed us to see. The truth of the means of grace is hidden with God in his majesty. And the power of God is such that it effectively saves us despite our ignorance and sinful apathy.

“All by itself” the saving faith given to us in baptism washes away sin and lays hold of the eternity prepared for us in Christ Jesus. “Night and day” the message of the Gospel planted in us grows and produces lives of holy fruit pleasing to God. “Whether we sleep or get up,” the redeeming work of Jesus has forgiven our sin and claimed us as his own child, by grace. We need not accomplish any great work, nor are we required to understand the heights of theology, for this saving work to “sprout and grow.” Rather, with a simple child-like faith we can believe and say, “I am saved through faith in Christ Jesus, who loved me and gave himself up for me!” May this faith be firmly ours until the great and coming harvest day of our LORD!
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“no Savior except me.”
“Familiarity breeds contempt,” or so the old saying goes. A person might be cautious at first, when confronted by a seemingly dangerous environment. After a while, nothing happens, and it is easier to get careless. Only when disaster strikes does the full threat become apparent. But at that point it may be too late.

Is God “dangerous?” Hosea 13 indicates that he is indeed, as Israel found out to its dismay:

"But I am the LORD your God, 
       who brought you out of Egypt. 
       You shall acknowledge no God but me, 
       no Savior except me. 

I cared for you in the desert, 
       in the land of burning heat. 

When I fed them, they were satisfied; 
       when they were satisfied, they became proud; 
       then they forgot me. 

So I will come upon them like a lion, 
       like a leopard I will lurk by the path. 

Like a bear robbed of her cubs, 
       I will attack them and rip them open. 
       Like a lion I will devour them; 
       a wild animal will tear them apart. 

You are destroyed, O Israel, 
       because you are against me, against your helper.”
For the children of Israel, the relationship of God to his promised people was singular—they were to have “no God” except the true God. His care for them was exemplary, feeding them and guiding them through the desert. He settled them in the Promised Land, where the land was “flowing with milk and honey.” But “when they were satisfied,” they fell into sin—they forgot who God was and what he had done. For this sin, God exerted the full force of his wrath—he came upon them “like a lion.” He chose to “devour” and “tear them apart,” until they were “destroyed.” Part of the relationship with the mighty God was complete and utter devotion to God and him alone—for the LORD is “a jealous God” who “will not give his majesty to another.”

The same God who chose the nation of Israel still exerts his “jealous” and mighty hand into the affairs of mankind—he still “envies intensely” for the worship and praise of his creation. He still is not willing to condone any false gods, nor will he allow his children to “forget him.” He still thunders from the mountains the truth that “you shall have no other gods,” and threatens eternal damnation for those who disobey or ignore his words. We do well to be wise in our relationship with this mighty God, to hear his words and understand what a terrible thing it is “to fall into the hands of a living God,” if we turn from him.

But this mighty God is also the one who loves us with a deep and abiding compassion. He is the one who calls us out of this world to be his own. And he is the one who took upon himself the punishment that we deserved by his incarnation as the Savior of the world. When he was born in Bethlehem, God signaled his willingness to serve a “stubborn and obstinate people” who had turned away from the true God. When he lived perfectly, it was to earn the right to go to the cross of hell and there be cursed in the place of those who deserved damnation and destruction for their sins. When he rose from the dead, it was prove that the payment for sin was sufficient, and that there remained no sacrifice for sin left to be paid. Christ came to be our only Savior, so that by the power of his perfect life and innocent death, we might have forgiveness and freedom to serve God in holiness and fear.
Such a God is indeed “the LORD,” who made and kept his promise of grace in Jesus Christ. He is indeed our “helper,” who came to free us from the guilt we had brought on ourselves. He is indeed the “only name in heaven and on earth by which we may be saved,” for there is indeed “no Savior” except him for sinful people like us. May the news of his death on our behalf so move our hearts that we daily turn to him in repentance and love, living for him as he lived and died for us!
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“the books were opened”

In the popular television show, “Law and Order,” the viewers follow a court case from the discovery to the final trial.  The detectives find a suspect, and the court hears the case.  Typically a jury determines guilt or innocence, but often the verdicts are edged with doubt.  A person might not really know if justice was served, or if the truth really came out.

The book of Daniel presents another court case in chapter 7, picturing God judging the nations on his throne:

"Thrones were set in place, 

    and the Ancient of Days took his seat. 

    His clothing was as white as snow; 

    the hair of his head was white like wool. 

His throne was flaming with fire, 

    and its wheels were all ablaze. 

    A river of fire was flowing, 

    coming out from before him. 

Thousands upon thousands attended him; 

    ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him. 

    The court was seated, 

    and the books were opened. 

Unlike human courts, God’s judgments are never doubtful or unsure.  He judges the nations with perfect wisdom and knowledge.  He knows the truth.

The truth is that all people fall under the curse of God for their crimes against him.  No one can stand on their own feet before that court, because “there is no one righteous, not even one.” (Romans 3)  Yet  Daniel also points condemned criminals to their salvation.  Not knowing the name of Jesus, Daniel still understood who he was and testified to him:

    "In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed. 

Because of the work of this coming Savior, the judgment on Daniel was changed to a verdict of “not guilty.”  Daniel believed that, and was declared “not guilty.”  That same kingdom comes to us through the Word.  We too, are declared “not guilty” in the blood of the Lamb.  God grant us the faith of Daniel to turn to our Savior and believe that declaration made upon us—“not guilty” because of the Lamb!
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“too difficult”
Do you know what you dreamed last night? There is a pretty fair chance you do. But do you know what I dreamed last night? Can you tell it to me, without any help? Chances are, you can’t—furthermore, you probably think of this as a silly question. Who can read minds? Now add to this equation the threat of death if you don’t, and imagine the feelings of the wise men and enchanters in Daniel 2, when King Nebuchadnezzar demanded that they do the impossible:

Then the king answered, "I am certain that you are trying to gain time, because you realize that this is what I have firmly decided: If you do not tell me the dream, there is just one penalty for you. You have conspired to tell me misleading and wicked things, hoping the situation will change. So then, tell me the dream, and I will know that you can interpret it for me." 

The astrologers answered the king, "There is not a man on earth who can do what the king asks! No king, however great and mighty, has ever asked such a thing of any magician or enchanter or astrologer. What the king asks is too difficult. No one can reveal it to the king except the gods, and they do not live among men." 

This made the king so angry and furious that he ordered the execution of all the wise men of Babylon. So the decree was issued to put the wise men to death, and men were sent to look for Daniel and his friends to put them to death. 

When faced with the demand to “tell me the dream,” the astrologers denied their ability to tell the king his dream. They further insisted that “there is not a man on earth who can do what the king asks!” They claimed that “no one can reveal it to the king except the gods,” but that “they do not live among men.” Given the slim chance of guessing the king’s dream, they deferred from attempting the impossible. King Nebuchadnezzar’s wrath was not appeased by this logic, however—and so he proclaimed death for the wise men.
As much as we might empathize with the wise men (for who has not been asked to do difficult, perhaps seemingly impossible, tasks?) the lack of wisdom of these “enchanters and magicians” was appalling, for they did not know that there is a God who does the impossible. He made all things by his mighty Word at creation; he gives life to all that lives; he “humbles the proud” but “gives grace to the lowly.” He can do anything, for with him “all things are possible.” And he could reveal the dream and the interpretation to King Nebuchadnezzar, to save the lives of Daniel and his friends.

The almighty love of this God is most clearly seen, however, in the incarnation of Jesus Christ as a man—a mystery that the wise men claimed could not happen. For the Christ came to satisfy the most pressing and impossible demand—that mankind should live without sin or error—always acting, saying and thinking the right; always avoiding any false choices or selfish desire. Because mankind is so evil from birth, this task is impossible for any human being; yet God demands it from all people of all time. Failure to live up to that standard is to earn certain death at the hands of righteous and angry judge. In grace, therefore, Christ came to “live among men” as a servant—to be the perfect person God’s will expected. He never once broke a commandment or failed to fulfill God’s expectations. And having been “made perfect,” he offered himself as a sacrifice on the cross, to pay the penalty for our sins and errors, to fully atone for our selfish and doubting ways. Christ came to live and die among us, to do the impossible that we might be spared from eternal death in hell.
The astrologers did not know this coming Christ, and thus testified to the impossibility of his coming or of his salvation. By the power of His Word, and through the Spirit-given faith of baptism, we do know and believe that the Christ has come, and that he has accomplished our God-given task, by his death and resurrection. We do believe that he has put “everything under his feet,” and that he is “powerful to save” us from our sins. And we trust that he who died for us “can keep us” until his return in judgment and glory, when we will be set free from this veil of tears and join him in glorious service and splendor. Until that day, we have the joy of living for the Savior who has given us all things—and whether we live or die, we are his. This task is the easiest and most joyful job in the world, for with Christ nothing is “too difficult!”
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“Can these bones live?”
Recently I was walking along a hallway, when I overheard a conversation between two cryogenic enthusiasts. They were talking about cheating death by cutting off the heads of people and freezing them, until such time that science could create a new, immortal body for them to use forever. Since they had no knives on them, I took the words to be speculative and moved on by. But it left a question in my mind—“Could this work?” Is it possible for the dead to live eternally?

This same question is asked in Ezekiel 37, but the answer given is much more definitive:

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

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

The same question was asked by God of Ezekiel, concerning a valley “full of bones.” Can they live? Ezekiel wisely replied that only the LORD could know the answer to that question. And the LORD showed that answer in his command to speak to the bones, to tell them “the word of the LORD!” The same breath that brought the first man life brought flesh, and tendons and skin and life to these dry, dead bones. But the lesson here was not unique, for later in Ezekiel 37 he applies it to the nation of Israel:

Then he said to me: "Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They say, 'Our bones are dried up and our hope is gone; we are cut off.' Therefore prophesy and say to them: 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: O my people, I am going to open your graves and bring you up from them; I will bring you back to the land of Israel. Then you, my people, will know that I am the LORD, when I open your graves and bring you up from them. I will put my Spirit in you and you will live, and I will settle you in your own land. Then you will know that I the LORD have spoken, and I have done it, declares the LORD.' "
For the nation of Israel, there was nothing but dryness and death. They felt that their “hope was gone,” and that they were “cut off.” Yet God intended life for these people. He meant to open their graves and bring the people “up from them.” By his own Spirit he declared that they “will live.” Then they would know that it was LORD who had spoken, and who “had done it.”

We, too, as evil people living in a world made dry by sin, might wonder if our bones could ever live again forever. We might speculate that our sins have separated us permanently from our God, and that nothing awaits our tired old bodies but death and the grave. We might despair that our hope in anything better is gone. But for us, through God’s Word, there is a message of hope—that the same God who gives life at birth also planned eternal life for mankind. He did this through the willing incarnation of his Son, who took on himself human form to live without sin among us. He did this by the Christ’s humble death on the cross, where he lay “in the dust of death” by bearing on his soul the punishment we deserved for our trespasses. He did this by raising the crucified and dead Christ to life on Easter Sunday, fulfilling the prophecy that he would not “see decay,” but would live eternally in glory and power “at the right hand of the Father.” This message of hope shows us that even our dead and dusty bodies can be given life through the power of Jesus’ Christ’s death on our behalf.
This is why we preach God’s Word to such “dry bones.” This is also why we do not despair, no matter how bad this world or our sinful lives become. For he has overcome sin and the devil has power to make us clean by his atoning work—he who sent his life-giving Spirit to us at birth is able to create faith and eternal hope in us by that same Spirit of love, through the same Word of power. Can these bones within me, scoured by sin and damaged by evil, live forever? In Christ, the answer is “Yes, you will live!”
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