“the kingdom of heaven is near.”
So, what’s new?

Our desire for news is seemingly insatiable. The news media’s coverage of important events testifies to this, as does the availability of 24-hour news on cable and the internet. Likely we all have our topics and interests, and we want to know what is going on with them. We want to know what is new.

Had we lived at the time of Jesus, we might have also been interested to find out what was new from him. Although he seemed to come from nowhere, his appearance and ministry caused such a stir that all of Judea was talking about him. Even the kings in their palaces heard and wondered at him. Doubtless many people were wondering what he would say that would be new and novel.

The Bible tells us the first words of Jesus’ public ministry, in Matthew 8:

When Jesus heard that John had been put in prison, he returned to Galilee. Leaving Nazareth, he went and lived in Capernaum, which was by the lake in the area of Zebulun and Naphtali—to fulfill what was said through the prophet Isaiah: 
"Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali, 
      the way to the sea, along the Jordan, 
      Galilee of the Gentiles— 
the people living in darkness 
      have seen a great light; 
   on those living in the land of the shadow of death 
      a light has dawned." 

From that time on Jesus began to preach, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near."

The words of Jesus that he first began to preach, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near,” were identical to those preached by John the Baptist when he preached. Additionally, when Jesus told his disciples to go out in pairs and preach the good news, he gave them this command in Matthew 10:

These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: "Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel. As you go, preach this message: 'The kingdom of heaven is near.' "
If you listened closely to Jesus’ first words, you would be prone to come to the conclusion that the answer to the question, “What’s new?” would be:  nothing.

As strange as this sounds, it is consistent with the other teachings of Jesus Christ. He did not come “to abolish the Law, but to fulfill it.” He reminded his hearers that “before Abraham was, I am.” And his teachings were filled with references to the Old Testament laws and prophecies that pointed forward to him and his work.
Even his work was not new. He did not come to make up a new way to heaven, nor to establish any new teachings. Rather, he came to do the will of the Father in heaven, and to fulfill all of the promises made throughout the years. This he did when he lived and died for all mankind, rose again to fulfill the Scriptures, and ascended into heaven to prepare a place for his children. His life was the ultimate walk with God, and in doing so completed the task of perfection left unfulfilled by Adam many years before. His death was the ultimate payment for sin, demanded by God from eternity. 

This truth—that nothing is new—has one exception. In Christ, through faith, we are made new. Although the message is from eternity, it brings to us new hope, new life, and new peace with God. It creates in us the certainty that we have a new heaven and a new earth waiting for us on the other side of death. It reminds us to live in this new life always.

John testifies to this in 1 John 2:

Dear friends, I am not writing you a new command but an old one, which you have had since the beginning. This old command is the message you have heard. Yet I am writing you a new command; its truth is seen in him and you, because the darkness is passing and the true light is already shining. 

It is in the age-old message of the Word of God that we find strength and confidence to trust in Jesus Christ. It is through the Sacrament of his Body and Blood that we receive the blessings of life and peace. It is through the centuries-old practice of Baptism that we bring our children to know and receive this same faith.

With God, nothing is new. He is content to continue to teach and preach his same perfect message of pardon and peace throughout the ages, never changing or improving it, for it needs no improvement. He continues to hold out the Gospel message to all, offering new life through the old promises. May we be encouraged today and every day to seek him in his Word, and let its light shine on both the old and the new, for “the kingdom of God is near.”
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“God is with you.”

What is the value of suffering? Throughout history, people have searched for meaning to their trials and difficulties. Some have found refuge in the lessons learned and sought to teach others; some have settled into a restless stoicism; and some have sputtered and raged against the machine. A few have looked for value and truth in suffering, found none, and were led to despair.

Contemplations upon suffering and difficulty are not that far from any of us, for we live in a world that is scarred and flawed by man’s misdeeds. But it must have seemed especially poignant to the children of Israel living in late Old Testament times. God had seemed to abandon them; they were attacked and defeated first by the Assyrians, then the Babylonians. All that they had assumed was theirs for life had been stripped from them, and they were led into captivity in a distant land. And what did it accomplish?

For some, these terrible times led them to despair and false belief. They adopted the gods of their new land, and were never heard of again. For others, it led them to plant the seeds of Phariseeism—they strove to build a religion that was based on man’s works, which would “satisfy” God. But for a few, suffering led them to see their own sins, and to turn again to the God who had never left them, but was working “all things out for their good.”

Their story is told in Zechariah 8:

This is what the LORD Almighty says: "Just as I had determined to bring disaster upon you and showed no pity when your fathers angered me," says the LORD Almighty, "so now I have determined to do good again to Jerusalem and Judah. Do not be afraid. These are the things you are to do: Speak the truth to each other, and render true and sound judgment in your courts; do not plot evil against your neighbor, and do not love to swear falsely. I hate all this," declares the LORD. 

Again the word of the LORD Almighty came to me. This is what the LORD Almighty says: "The fasts of the fourth, fifth, seventh and tenth months will become joyful and glad occasions and happy festivals for Judah. Therefore love truth and peace." 

This is what the LORD Almighty says: "Many peoples and the inhabitants of many cities will yet come, and the inhabitants of one city will go to another and say, 'Let us go at once to entreat the LORD and seek the LORD Almighty. I myself am going.' And many peoples and powerful nations will come to Jerusalem to seek the LORD Almighty and to entreat him." 

This is what the LORD Almighty says: "In those days ten men from all languages and nations will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem of his robe and say, 'Let us go with you, because we have heard that God is with you.' "

After all of the suffering the Jews had been through, it must have been hard for them to hear these words of God. They had turned away from God, and had suffered for their relapse. Now God was pronouncing upon them words of blessing and peace. But what would make them think that they were any more worthy of this than before? What assurance could that have that these words would come true?

The assurance that God was with them was promised long ago, in the garden of Eden, when mankind first fell. That promise had been held out to the people by prophets and priests, through the Scriptures and the temple sacrifices, day after day. That promise was of a Savior that would come and free his people from their sins, and would prepare a place for them in heaven, free from suffering and sadness. This Savior would be the assurance that brought them “love and peace.”
The Assurance of the love and grace of God came to this world in a manger in Bethelehem. He lived perfectly among men, without sin or flaw, and died as a willing substitute on the cross at Calvary. His resurrection and ascension proved the completeness of his victory over death and hell. His Word and Sacraments testify to his power and his goodness.

In Christ, even the people of Old Testament Israel could see the love of God. The prophecies were clear, and the nature of this Christ as “God with us” could only mean a Savior from sin for all mankind. Their assurance was in the coming Christ.

Today we live in a blessed age, when we have the “word of the prophets made more sure” by the historical record of the life and death of this Immanuel. Even though we continue to have suffering (for we continue to have sin), this suffering is only a doorway to seeing our ongoing need for a Savior named Jesus. As we walk through that door, we find our assurance in Him, for through the means of grace, we can truly say, “God is with you.”

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 3-30-06 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.

“the desired of all nations”
In planning a new building, many things are taken into consideration. Costs, location, use, schedule and appearance are all factors. We might have a long list of feature that we desire in any house or church. But how often is the destruction of that building a major factor in its construction?

In the book of Haggai we see God present two opposite factors in his encouragement to build a new temple—first, that the people should build a temple; secondly, that the people should plan for the destruction of this temple very soon.

Haggai 1 reminds the people to make the construction of God’s house a priority:

This is what the LORD Almighty says: "These people say, 'The time has not yet come for the LORD's house to be built.' " 

Then the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: "Is it a time for you yourselves to be living in your paneled houses, while this house remains a ruin?" 

Now this is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. You have planted much, but have harvested little. You eat, but never have enough. You drink, but never have your fill. You put on clothes, but are not warm. You earn wages, only to put them in a purse with holes in it." 

This is what the LORD Almighty says: "Give careful thought to your ways. Go up into the mountains and bring down timber and build the house, so that I may take pleasure in it and be honored," says the LORD. "You expected much, but see, it turned out to be little. What you brought home, I blew away. Why?" declares the LORD Almighty. "Because of my house, which remains a ruin, while each of you is busy with his own house. Therefore, because of you the heavens have withheld their dew and the earth its crops. I called for a drought on the fields and the mountains, on the grain, the new wine, the oil and whatever the ground produces, on men and cattle, and on the labor of your hands." 

One potential sin I can fall into when I consider “building for the LORD” (whether that be a house, a church, or life) is to put off the whole thing. God told the people through Haggai to “give careful thought to your ways.” Does my inaction spring from a selfish heart? Am I so involved with the everyday business of life that I have forgotten the First Commandment imperative to “Have no other gods?” If so, I can expect trouble and difficulty, as Haggai prophecied. For me the reminder is in place to “seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you.”
But along with this warning, comes another reminder, in Haggai 2:

On the twenty-first day of the seventh month, the word of the LORD came through the prophet Haggai: "Speak to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant of the people. Ask them, 'Who of you is left who saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Does it not seem to you like nothing? But now be strong, O Zerubbabel,' declares the LORD. 'Be strong, O Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest. Be strong, all you people of the land,' declares the LORD, 'and work. For I am with you,' declares the LORD Almighty. 'This is what I covenanted with you when you came out of Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.' 

"This is what the LORD Almighty says: 'In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land. I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,' says the LORD Almighty. 'The silver is mine and the gold is mine,' declares the LORD Almighty. 'The glory of this present house will be greater than the glory of the former house,' says the LORD Almighty. 'And in this place I will grant peace,' declares the LORD Almighty."

The work done by the children of God in building a new temple was a sacrifice acceptable to God, an act done out of love. But the feelings and thoughts that went along with that work also had the potential to lead to sin. There may well have been a false comparison between this temple and the temple of Solomon, or the opposite and equally insidious temptation to trust in what hands have made.

Against both such temptations God speaks of a “new temple,” that will “shake all nations” and be “greater than the glory of the former house.” This would be the “desired of all nations” who would “grant peace.” This would be the Christ, the human Temple “not built by hands” but by the plan and work of God.

This Temple would lay the foundation of perfect works, and a spotless life, and would be the sacrifice for sin once for all, which would open the way to heaven. This Temple would be torn down by men, but rebuilt “in three days” on the first Easter Sunday. This Temple would be a house for “all nations,” and would bring the peace of forgiveness of sins, and eternal life.

Today, as we consider how we spend our money and time, as we build houses and churches and lives, it is crucially important never to lose sight of this Temple, for all things that we build find fulfillment and purpose in him. Everything else besides him will be shaken and destroyed on the day he returns, but those who trust in him “will never be shaken.” 

When Christ came, he came to be “destroyed” in our place, so that we might be built with him forever. God grant that our faith always rests on him in this life and the next!
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“he will be their peace”

In a democracy, the choice of the people determines the leader. Although there may not be a single candidate who answers every concern, a person still has to decide which candidate is the best choice. Then you cast your vote and hope for the best. The fact that you are electing a person who will then govern better or worse is left up to the future and the will of God. Most people today are so imbued with this sense of democracy that they have trouble understanding the concept of Old Testament rulership, where a king by birth ruled as he saw fit. No votes were cast, and no selection was necessary. The only choice was to obey the king and live, or disobey and die.

In Micah 5, we hear about a promised ruler from Bethlehem Ephrathah:

Marshal your troops, O city of troops,
       for a siege is laid against us. 
       They will strike Israel's ruler 
       on the cheek with a rod. 

"But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, 
       though you are small among the clans of Judah, 
       out of you will come for me 
       one who will be ruler over Israel, 
       whose origins are from of old, 
       from ancient times." 

Therefore Israel will be abandoned 
       until the time when she who is in labor gives birth 
       and the rest of his brothers return 
       to join the Israelites. 

He will stand and shepherd his flock 
       in the strength of the LORD, 
       in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God. 
       And they will live securely, for then his greatness 
       will reach to the ends of the earth. 

And he will be their peace. 

This king is described as being unique—from ancient times, a ruler whose greatness would extend to the ends of the earth. Here (and elsewhere) he is described as one who would rule justly and majestically. The entire Old Testament points out only one person, who is both God and man, as fulfilling this description: the God-man Jesus Christ.

We might be tempted to think that we can take or leave him as we see fit. We might even subconsciously assume that we need to “cast our vote” for Jesus to validate his rule. But such thinking is foreign to this ruler. He rules because he was born to rule, and his rule is absolute. He needs no help or approval. The only choice is to either submit or die.
This truth is pointed out in the following verses of Micah 5:

When the Assyrian invades our land 
       and marches through our fortresses, 
       we will raise against him seven shepherds, 
       even eight leaders of men. 

They will rule the land of Assyria with the sword, 
       the land of Nimrod with drawn sword. 
       He will deliver us from the Assyrian 
       when he invades our land 
       and marches into our borders. 

The remnant of Jacob will be 
       in the midst of many peoples 
       like dew from the LORD, 
       like showers on the grass, 
       which do not wait for man 
       or linger for mankind. 

The remnant of Jacob will be among the nations, 
       in the midst of many peoples, 
       like a lion among the beasts of the forest, 
       like a young lion among flocks of sheep, 
       which mauls and mangles as it goes, 
       and no one can rescue. 

Your hand will be lifted up in triumph over your enemies, 
       and all your foes will be destroyed. 

When Jesus came to this earth, he set down his authority in heaven and became a human being. He lived a servant’s life, teaching and preaching, healing and feeding. Finally he submitted himself to the degradation of eternal death on a cross of shame, and died a criminal’s death.

But even while he was living humbly, suffering and dying, he was the eternal Son of God and the righteous king of the universe. He was ruling his kingdom with might and power, and “drawing all men to himself.” By his death he became the “shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep.”

It is a mistake to see in the cross of Christ any form of weakness or defeat. Rather, it is the victory sign of the Savior, the banner by which his army triumphs over its foes.

Such a Savior compels us to love him, and to lay down our lives as tribute to his mighty victory. Such a Savior moves us to follow him through trouble and difficulty to a “kingdom that will never end.” Such a Savior encourages us to wait for his imminent return with gladness and purpose, for he is “coming soon.”
Such a Savior is not chosen by us—we are chosen by him. Thanks be to him for his merciful choice!
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“prepare to meet your God…”

If you ever see an old black and white movie on TV, this line (or a variation of it) is mentioned fairly often. The bad guy is aiming to shoot someone, and he tells him to “prepare to meet your God” (or sometimes “your Maker.”)

But how do I prepare to meet my God?
The line appears only once in the Bible, in the Old Testament book of Amos, chapter 4. Fortunately for us, God (through Amos) also gives detailed descriptions of how to prepare for this event:

"Go to Bethel and sin; 
       go to Gilgal and sin yet more. 
       Bring your sacrifices every morning, 
       your tithes every three years. 

Burn leavened bread as a thank offering 
       and brag about your freewill offerings— 
       boast about them, you Israelites, 
       for this is what you love to do," 
       declares the Sovereign LORD. 

The first preparation involved in meeting God is continuing to sin. This is also the easiest, because it happens without our thinking and grows without any help. Like a weed in a garden, a small sin becomes bigger and bigger, and sprouts more sins. Finally it takes over the entire area, and sprouts more and more sins. Left to itself, the area becomes worthless.
Part of our preparation for meeting God is to sin.
A second part of preparation is mentioned next:

"I gave you empty stomachs in every city 
       and lack of bread in every town, 
       yet you have not returned to me," 
       declares the LORD. 

"I also withheld rain from you 
       when the harvest was still three months away. 
       I sent rain on one town, 
       but withheld it from another. 
       One field had rain; 
       another had none and dried up. 

People staggered from town to town for water 
       but did not get enough to drink, 
       yet you have not returned to me," 
       declares the LORD. 

"Many times I struck your gardens and vineyards, 
       I struck them with blight and mildew. 
       Locusts devoured your fig and olive trees, 
       yet you have not returned to me," 
       declares the LORD. 

"I sent plagues among you 
       as I did to Egypt. 
       I killed your young men with the sword, 
       along with your captured horses. 
       I filled your nostrils with the stench of your camps, 
       yet you have not returned to me," 
       declares the LORD. 

"I overthrew some of you 
       as I overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. 
       You were like a burning stick snatched from the fire, 
       yet you have not returned to me," 
       declares the LORD. 

"Therefore this is what I will do to you, Israel, 
       and because I will do this to you, 
       prepare to meet your God, O Israel." 

A second preparation is to suffer consequences for sin.  God reminded his people of their sins in his extensive warnings to them, from famine to hunger to blight to captivity, and yet the people still did not return to God. Rather, their sinful hearts continued to chase after their own ways, and to fall further into idolatry. A second part of this preparation is the acknowledgement that we cannot change who we are, and that our best efforts to find God will never bring about the life God desires. This message crushes our understanding of ourselves as “captains of our own fate” and forces us to admit not only our sin but our ongoing sinfulness, and inability to save ourselves.
A second part of our preparation for meeting God is to admit our ongoing sinfulness.

The final part of this preparation for meeting God is mentioned in Amos 5:

This is what the LORD says to the house of Israel: 
       "Seek me and live; 

do not seek Bethel, 
       do not go to Gilgal, 
       do not journey to Beersheba. 
       For Gilgal will surely go into exile, 
       and Bethel will be reduced to nothing." 

Seek the LORD and live.

When I decide that I both sins and am sinful, the way is prepared for God to come and provide an answer in the person of Jesus Christ. I hear the message of the Gospel, and learn that Christ was born in a manger and lived a spotless life, without sin or sinfulness. I come to know that Jesus died on the cross, innocently, to pay the eternal penalty for all sins of all times, and then rose again on Easter to prove that the payment was enough to cover over both my sin and my sinfulness. His perfection and righteous deeds were given to me through faith, as a complete payment for all my sins, and my problem has been solved. I see the wonderful truth that I don’t have to save myself, for “Christ came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst.”
This love of God, found in the gospel, moves us to want to seek God and learn more about him. It moves us to accept his Word, hard as it may be to hear, and to receive his body and blood in the Sacrament. Having a Savior is the final way to prepare to meet our God, for in Jesus we meet God, not in judgment, but in love. And this gives us confidence that our final meeting with God, on the last day, will also be one of love and mercy, not judgment, in spite of our sins and sinfulness.

The third way to prepare to meet our God is to seek God in Jesus Christ, and live.

In a sense, I might say that I am never really prepared to meet God, for I live in a sinful world and I sin. But in another sense, I have been prepared to meet God since he brought me to faith, for “the blood of Christ cleanses me from all sin,” and I need to do nothing to make that blood work for me. Through seeking God in His Word and Sacraments, we testify to the ongoing preparation which is every Christian’s task in life—and our great joy.

May God grant us this joy today and every day, as we “prepare to meet (our) God!”
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“the living God”

I decided to put my money work for me this week.

I got a stack of twenty-dollar bills from the bank and I lined them up on the table. Then I gave them a pep talk, and told them to go and repair the house, clean the bathrooms, make supper, and dust the library. A few of them were also to make sure that I was kept safe, happy, and whole.

(Long pause) Ok, not really. Even the thought is silly, for although we might tend to attribute many qualities to money, living action is not one of them. Money is dead, and it can’t do these sorts of things.

A similar statement could be made about many of the amenities of life—cars, computers, televisions, houses, stock portfolios, etc. They are not living, but dead. They cannot work and they cannot save.

In Daniel 6, at the tail end (rim shot) of the story of the Lion’s Den, King Darius testifies to the fact that there is only One living, who is able to save:

At the first light of dawn, the king got up and hurried to the lions' den. When he came near the den, he called to Daniel in an anguished voice, "Daniel, servant of the living God, has your God, whom you serve continually, been able to rescue you from the lions?" 

Daniel answered, "O king, live forever! My God sent his angel, and he shut the mouths of the lions. They have not hurt me, because I was found innocent in his sight. Nor have I ever done any wrong before you, O king." 

The king was overjoyed and gave orders to lift Daniel out of the den. And when Daniel was lifted from the den, no wound was found on him, because he had trusted in his God. 

Twenty-eight times in the Bible the phrase “living God” appears, a stark testimony to one  essential attribute of the God of the Trinity: he lives. Unlike the false gods of money, property, success, or whatever, the one true God is alive and active. He is the only one who can rescue us from trouble and danger, for he alone has life, and “in him is life.”
King Darius noted this truth again in a decree:

Then King Darius wrote to all the peoples, nations and men of every language throughout the land: 
       "May you prosper greatly! 

"I issue a decree that in every part of my kingdom people must fear and reverence the God of Daniel. 
       "For he is the living God 
       and he endures forever; 
       his kingdom will not be destroyed, 
       his dominion will never end. 

He rescues and he saves; 
       he performs signs and wonders 
       in the heavens and on the earth. 
       He has rescued Daniel 
       from the power of the lions." 

As children of God, we can understand the power of knowing a God who lives, for he can do all that we ask. But we can understand even more the power of knowing a God who lives again, who has died in our place for our sins, and has defeated death and the devil and claimed a throne over all other powers. Peter made this good confession in his time of trouble, recorded in Matthew 16:
"But what about you?" he asked. "Who do you say I am?" 

Simon Peter answered, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." 

Jesus replied, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven."

Through the work of the Holy Spirit, we too can confess that Christ is the Son of the living God. We too can confess that only a living God is able to help us in need, and save us from our sins. We too can trust that these confessions are “the key to the kingdom of heaven,” which can and will defeat all enemies.
Although we are surrounded by those who would seek to be our gods, they are dead! By the grace of God, may we always trust in the “living God” in our times of trouble, and there find our rescue.
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“Do you see this?”
So I got my truck stuck in the mud the other day.
I was driving in a rural area east of Aberdeen (there are quite a few of these areas nearby) and I started down a road. As I did, I noticed that the gravel on the road was less consistent, and that the mud seemed thicker. I began to doubt whether I would be able to turn around, and so I continued on a bit until I saw a wide spot in the road. As I tried to swing the truck around, I hit a deep spot of snow, slush, and mud, and the truck just simply would not move. I was stuck, and angry at myself, as well.
Now, had I been a bit smarter, I might have thought twice before I drove in there in the first place. Had I been a bit less optimistic, I might have stopped when I saw that it was getting muddier, and backed out. Had I not been so confident, I would not have gotten stuck.

The obvious analogy here is that mankind has a tendency to continue to sin, and not turn back even when things start to go bad. This is true, and I have demonstrated it in my own life countless times. But this concept can also apply to the study and hearing of God’s Word.

The final vision in the book of Ezekiel serves to demonstrate the truth of “getting stuck” in the Word:

The man brought me back to the entrance of the temple, and I saw water coming out from under the threshold of the temple toward the east (for the temple faced east). The water was coming down from under the south side of the temple, south of the altar. He then brought me out through the north gate and led me around the outside to the outer gate facing east, and the water was flowing from the south side. 

As the man went eastward with a measuring line in his hand, he measured off a thousand cubits and then led me through water that was ankle-deep. He measured off another thousand cubits and led me through water that was knee-deep. He measured off another thousand and led me through water that was up to the waist. He measured off another thousand, but now it was a river that I could not cross, because the water had risen and was deep enough to swim in—a river that no one could cross. He asked me, "Son of man, do you see this?" 

The vision Ezekiel saw was a river of water coming out of the “new” temple, a river that grew deeper as Ezekiel walked into it. This river finally became so deep that Ezekiel could not cross it, but rather it required swimming. This river is the Word of God, which comes to us through the Gospel message. The Word became flesh and dwelt among us, poor and meek. But just as this living Word grew from humble beginnings to a role that would carry the burden of the entire world on his back, so the written Word seems easy and insignificant when we first read it, but grows in its use and application.

And what depth this Word has! As we read and hear it, we grow to understand that we could never master it, but that it will soon master us! As we see it grow, we come also to understand just how small and pitiful our own understanding is compared to it. It is a dangerous thing to know God through his Word, because the closer we get to God, the more we see our failures and needs. It is not too hard to get stuck in God’s Law.
But the terrible majesty of God in revealing his Word to us would only turn us from him in fear and drown us in despair, had he not also told us the wonderful message that this river flows for us!  Ezekiel points out the river’s wonderful properties later in chapter 47:
Then he led me back to the bank of the river. When I arrived there, I saw a great number of trees on each side of the river. He said to me, "This water flows toward the eastern region and goes down into the Arabah, where it enters the Sea. When it empties into the Sea, the water there becomes fresh. Swarms of living creatures will live wherever the river flows. There will be large numbers of fish, because this water flows there and makes the salt water fresh; so where the river flows everything will live. Fishermen will stand along the shore; from En Gedi to En Eglaim there will be places for spreading nets. The fish will be of many kinds—like the fish of the Great Sea. But the swamps and marshes will not become fresh; they will be left for salt. Fruit trees of all kinds will grow on both banks of the river. Their leaves will not wither, nor will their fruit fail. Every month they will bear, because the water from the sanctuary flows to them. Their fruit will serve for food and their leaves for healing."
The river from the temple produces every kind of blessing: it changes salt water to pure, provides fish for the fishermen, water for the fruit trees, and eternal life for all. This river flows from the temple for the people to use, and the fruit of the trees that grow on its banks provide both food and healing.

The wonderful grace of the Gospel message is that the Word made flesh was sent into this world for us! His death on the cross released a flow of blood and water, and this flow washed away the dirt of our sins. Both his humiliation and his majesty came to be our servants, to bring us life and to lift us up from the mud. This message frees us from our own self-pity, and encourages us to go to the river and use it as often as we please. Then the depth of the river doesn’t frighten us, but reassures us that no matter what our sin, it can be washed away; no matter what our need, it can be met; no matter what our hunger, it can be satisfied with God’s eternal abundance.
Paul, marveling at the depth of God’s knowledge, wrote in Romans 11:

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 
      How unsearchable his judgments, 
      and his paths beyond tracing out! 
"Who has known the mind of the Lord? 
      Or who has been his counselor?"
"Who has ever given to God, 
      that God should repay him?"
For from him and through him and to him are all things. 
      To him be the glory forever! Amen.
It is a good thing to be stuck in the Word of God. To the world it appears as foolishness, a mere “spinning of the wheels.” But to the child of God, the Word made flesh is both the death of our sinful nature, and eternal cleansing and renewal through the river of life. “The depths of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God” is a wonderful place to be stuck—God grant us his Spirit to see this every day!
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“A single stick”
“What causes division in the world? Why are there so many factions? Why can’t we all just get along? Why can’t there just be peace?”
These are powerful questions, and many have set forth answers to them at various times. To provide a single final answer would solve many of the problems we face.

Fortunately for us, the Bible provides just such an answer. One picturesque way of answering this question is found in Ezekiel 37:

The word of the LORD came to me:
"Son of man, take a stick of wood and write on it, 'Belonging to Judah and the Israelites associated with him.' Then take another stick of wood, and write on it, 'Ephraim's stick, belonging to Joseph and all the house of Israel associated with him.' Join them together into one stick so that they will become one in your hand. 

"When your countrymen ask you, 'Won't you tell us what you mean by this?' say to them, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I am going to take the’  stick of Joseph—which is in Ephraim's hand—and of the Israelite tribes associated with him, and join it to Judah's stick, making them a single stick of wood, and they will become one in my hand.' 

At the time of Ezekiel, the people of Israel were divided in many ways—they had formed two nations at the time of the civil war against Rehoboam, having two kings and two kingdoms. Some of them were physically separated by being taken into exile. But the paramount separation was between those who followed and worshipped God and those who did not. 

Throughout the history of Israel, there were those who tried to get the kings and kingdoms back together, but they failed miserably. There were those who tried to avoid or deny exile, but these efforts were futile. There were even reformers who sought to turn the people’s hearts back to God, but the results were short-lived. In each case, the failure was a failure to address the root issue.

The root issue of all division and separation is sin, in the heart of each sinful person. I don’t love God above all things, and that drives me from God. This degree of separation from God then spills over into trouble with and distance from other people. Because I love myself more than I love others, I look after myself more than I do others. This root cause of sin is the topic to address, if I wish to solve the problem.

Unfortunately, I am not too good at addressing it, for often I do not want to even admit my sin. I might assume that it is others who need to change their views to adhere to my point of view. I tend to downplay the extent of my own failures, and magnify the short-fallings of others. In doing so, I separate and damage and destroy relationships. 

Only a perfect and holy God can objectively and effectively deal with sin. While he could have justly dealt with it by simply sending us all to hell, by his grace, he chose to deal with it by sending the Son to become sin for us, to bear on his back all the scorn, hatred, selfishness, and anger of this sinful world. In doing so, he was separated from his Father’s love, and willingly suffered the torments of hell in our place. But in doing so, he dealt with the issue of sin once for all, taking away its power and freeing his people to live in peace and harmony.

Ezekiel described this peace and harmony that would be found in the Savior later in chapter 37:

“Hold before their eyes the sticks you have written on and say to them, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I will take the Israelites out of the nations where they have gone. I will gather them from all around and bring them back into their own land. I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel. There will be one king over all of them and they will never again be two nations or be divided into two kingdoms. They will no longer defile themselves with their idols and vile images or with any of their offenses, for I will save them from all their sinful backsliding, and I will cleanse them. They will be my people, and I will be their God.”
" 'My servant David will be king over them, and they will all have one shepherd. They will follow my laws and be careful to keep my decrees. They will live in the land I gave to my servant Jacob, the land where your fathers lived. They and their children and their children's children will live there forever, and David my servant will be their prince forever. I will make a covenant of peace with them; it will be an everlasting covenant. I will establish them and increase their numbers, and I will put my sanctuary among them forever. My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. Then the nations will know that I the LORD make Israel holy, when my sanctuary is among them forever.' "

The “covenant of peace” is a one-sided covenant, where God would do all the work, and we would reap all the benefits. It involves no work or effort on our behalf. It gives all blessing, love and unity to us as a free gift. And it comes to us through the means of grace, the Gospel in Word and Sacrament. It was won for us when Jesus sacrificed himself, and it was given to us when we were baptized and brought into the body of Christ. It continues to build up in us a unity and peace that this sinful world cannot give.

And when I find that my sins return to pester and annoy me, I can go back time and time again to this message of forgiveness and peace, and learn again about God’s work of building unity between God and man. This unity between God and man then builds unity between those who believe and trust in him. 

Therefore, the only solution to hatred in this world is found at the cross, where God dealt with it once and for all time. The only solution to conflict in my life is the Word of God. The only solution to my sin is my Savior, Jesus Christ. 

God grant that we find our unity and peace in His Word, until the day he comes to take us into his eternal kingdom forever. God grant us his peace now, and there forever!
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“Turn!”

My youngest daughter just taught us the value of time. In her dealings with her Mom and Dad, she had a tendency to use the phrase, “It’s too late!”  For example, she would say, “I wanted to get the mail!” Dad would then put the mail back, but she would reply, “It’s too late!” Or Mom would mix up the cookies, and she wanted to do it, so Mom would hand her the bowl, but her response was that “it’s too late!”

Obviously, this was her sinful nature seeking to exert its will over her parents. But in a sense, she was (and is) right about one important point: Often it CAN be too late to change or take back some error or sin.

For example, if I utter a cruel statement to my wife, I may immediately regret it, but the damage is done. Or if I absent-mindedly step on the gas instead of the brake, I may regret it, but the damage to the car has been done. As much as we might like to go back and hit the “undo” key of life, it may well be “too late.”

In the darkest of times, however, God comes with a different message—that it is never too late. This truth is found in the book of Ezekiel, chapter 33:

"Son of man, say to the house of Israel, 'This is what you are saying: "Our offenses and sins weigh us down, and we are wasting away because of them. How then can we live?" ' Say to them, 'As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways! Why will you die, O house of Israel?' 

Where an awareness of sin is found, there also a person senses the damage caused by sin. My constant error and flawed lifestyle do damage to my relationship with God and with others, and this can easily lead me to assume that sin has the upper hand. I might be driven to despair when I consider how terrible I am, and what a mess life has become.

But into this morass of sinful self-pity and hopelessness God interjects an important command: “Turn from your evil ways!” He goes on to explain how this shows itself later in Ezekiel 33:
"Therefore, son of man, say to your countrymen, 'The righteousness of the righteous man will not save him when he disobeys, and the wickedness of the wicked man will not cause him to fall when he turns from it. The righteous man, if he sins, will not be allowed to live because of his former righteousness.' If I tell the righteous man that he will surely live, but then he trusts in his righteousness and does evil, none of the righteous things he has done will be remembered; he will die for the evil he has done. And if I say to the wicked man, 'You will surely die,' but he then turns away from his sin and does what is just and right-if he gives back what he took in pledge for a loan, returns what he has stolen, follows the decrees that give life, and does no evil, he will surely live; he will not die. None of the sins he has committed will be remembered against him. He has done what is just and right; he will surely live. 

Notice the almost-existential nature of the command and example God gives to mankind—forget the past, but consider the present. For the “righteous man,” the past is just a lie if he “trusts in his righteousness” and “does evil.” God’s judgment on him is that “he will die.” Paul warned this person when he said I Corinthians, “If you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!” A “good life” can easily turn to eternal death.

But for the man who sees the evil that he does, the command is also there to “turn away from his sin” and “to do what is just and right.” For him, it is never too late; for to live such a life brings the promise of God that “he will surely live.”

Unfortunately for us, by nature we cannot do what God here demands. Left to ourselves, despite our best intentions, we would always fail to “turn to God,” but rather would turn to ourselves and our own ways.

But fortunately for us, God knew this and provided an answer to sin in the person of Jesus Christ. As a man, he came to earth to “live for the moment”—always doing right, and always turning to the Father in love and honor. His message was for sinful people, to turn their hearts back to God. But only when he went to the cross and paid the ultimate penalty of death did he become “the power of God” to take away sin, and to free us from slavery to death and the devil. His resurrection gave proof that all debts are paid and that our relationship with God has a new start every day.
The Gospel message of Jesus Christ provides us with the power first to see ourselves as we truly are—sinful and corrupt, and constantly turning from God—but also to fulfill the command of God to “turn and live.” In Jesus Christ, we are constantly renewed, as Paul testifies in 2 Corinthians 4:

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.
In the Gospel of Jesus Christ, it is never too late. God grant us wisdom and strength to believe this, cling to it when we see our sins, and to treasure it as our greatest hope.
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“I found none”

Whitewash. The term indicates the process of covering something with a layer of white paint, to make it look uniform and to cover up any flaws. The theory is that multiple layers of paint, painstakingly applied, will make almost anything look better with very little expense or risk. The danger, however, is that the flaws beneath remain, and aren’t dealt with. Over time, they will get worse and show themselves again.

This term can apply to fences, garages, personality traits, financial transactions, political machinations, and more. But it is at its most dangerous when it applies to spiritual situations, as shown in Ezekiel 22:

Again the word of the LORD came to me: "Son of man, say to the land, 'You are a land that has had no rain or showers in the day of wrath.' There is a conspiracy of her princes within her like a roaring lion tearing its prey; they devour people, take treasures and precious things and make many widows within her. Her priests do violence to my law and profane my holy things; they do not distinguish between the holy and the common; they teach that there is no difference between the unclean and the clean; and they shut their eyes to the keeping of my Sabbaths, so that I am profaned among them. Her officials within her are like wolves tearing their prey; they shed blood and kill people to make unjust gain. Her prophets whitewash these deeds for them by false visions and lying divinations. They say, 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says'-when the LORD has not spoken. The people of the land practice extortion and commit robbery; they oppress the poor and needy and mistreat the alien, denying them justice."

The children of Israel in the time of Ezekiel were flawed in many ways—they loved money more than mercy, they chose to forget the commands of the LORD, they killed and robbed and oppressed and mistreated. Worst of all, those who had been appointed to teach and rebuke—the priests—had fallen into the same sins and thus had chosen to “whitewash” the sins of others.

In this terrible scene, God looked for one who would not “whitewash” the sins of Israel, but would be true to God and to others. The result of his search is mentioned in the next verses:

"I looked for a man among them who would build up the wall and stand before me in the gap on behalf of the land so I would not have to destroy it, but I found none. So I will pour out my wrath on them and consume them with my fiery anger, bringing down on their own heads all they have done, declares the Sovereign LORD."

In a sense, it is not surprising that the LORD could not find anyone to “build up the wall” and “stand before me in the gap,” and halt the destruction of the nation of Israel. For every person who has ever lived has engaged in the practice of whitewashing his own sins, and of failing to confess and confront all that points away from God—“there is no one who does what is right, not even one.”

Every person but one, that is. Only Jesus Christ, the spotless Son of God, was able to lead the perfect life free of self-deception and rationalization. Only Jesus, the Prophet, was willing to fearlessly point out every sin and error in mankind. Only Jesus, the King of Heaven, was perfectly just in all his dealings with man.

But not only was he sinless, he was also "sin" for us. For his final act of humiliation on this world was to take upon himself “the fiery anger” of God against the sins of the world, to have the entire condemnation of the Father revealed and carried out against him as he suffered an eternity of hell on the cross. For the sins of Israel, and for our sins, as well as the collective blindness of mankind, he died “once for all, that all might live.”

Knowing this gives us courage to admit both our underlying sinfulness and our attempts to cover them up—it helps us to see that we both are "sinners" and "ones who sin"—and to look to Jesus for both the truth and the forgiveness for the evil in us it reveals. For when we look at the cross, we see “one like the son of man” who deflects the wrath of God from us, and who gives us pardon and peace. This work of redemption frees us to be honest with ourselves and, yes, with others, “speaking the truth in love,” that God may be honored and that forgiveness of sins may be preached to the entire world.

God grant us the grace to look often to the Word, where we can find One who fills our needs perfectly!
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“you took up my case”

What would it require to move God? 

Could mighty acts of faith, or tremendous kindnesses shown to others do it? How about a life of sincere piety, of absolute devotion to God and others? Would a large gift of money be enough, or perhaps even giving up my life on the altar of martyrdom?

The book of Lamentations, a cry of despair over the sins of Israel, has the answer for this question in chapter 3:

Let us examine our ways and test them, 
       and let us return to the LORD. 

Let us lift up our hearts and our hands 
       to God in heaven, and say: 

"We have sinned and rebelled 
       and you have not forgiven. 

"You have covered yourself with anger and pursued us; 
       you have slain without pity. 

You have covered yourself with a cloud 
       so that no prayer can get through. 

You have made us scum and refuse 
       among the nations. 

"All our enemies have opened their mouths 
       wide against us. 

We have suffered terror and pitfalls, 
       ruin and destruction." 

Streams of tears flow from my eyes 
       because my people are destroyed. 

My eyes will flow unceasingly, 
       without relief, 

until the LORD looks down 
       from heaven and sees. 

The Bible testifies that it is not with “sacrifices,” be they wealth or deeds, which God is pleased with, but rather with a “broken and contrite heart.” Such a heart looks at itself, and sees itself as sinful through and through. It understands that it cannot expect any good thing from God. It denies that God owes anything to it but eternal condemnation.
This is a reasonable thing to the eyes of faith, because it is exactly how the Father treated his Son when he was on the earth. He did not spare him any suffering, but rather allowed him to be “tempted in every way.” He did not kill his enemies, but handed him over to them for mocking, suffering and finally execution. He did not cut short the time of agony on the cross, but rather he was completely “striken by God, smitten and afflicted by Him” for every sin of mankind. God does not do things by half-measures—his treatment for sin was to fully punish his Son in our place, and he continues to work completely against sin even today in our lives.

This may cause us some tears, some self-doubt, and even some times of wondering if God will ever rescue us. But such a time is only a preparation for his time of healing and help. Lamentations 3 goes on to tell of this rescue:

Those who were my enemies without cause 
       hunted me like a bird. 

They tried to end my life in a pit 
       and threw stones at me; 

the waters closed over my head, 
       and I thought I was about to be cut off. 

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

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

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

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

Jesus came to souls that were hurting and sorrowful, and brought them comfort, peace, and relief through his work of redemption. Because of his completed plan of salvation, we can know that our Savior is on our side.  We need not fear sin, ourselves, or the devil.

Praise be to the God who tests us, and takes up our case and redeems us in Jesus Christ! 
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“I am the man who has seen affliction.”
Where do you see yourself in five years?

In a sense, much of what we do in life is “pretending” to be something we are not. We might picture ourselves in a bigger house, a newer car, a thinner body, or in an exotic location. We might see ourselves as being smarter, kinder, richer, or more content. Then we go and try to find the way to get to where we want to go.

But do you ever picture yourself poor, broken-hearted, friendless, crippled or dead? Do you see another person in such situations, and try to find ways to become like them? Is this where any of us really wants to go?

Probably not. That is why it is so difficult for us to understand the thoughts of the Savior, reflected for us in the words of Lamentations 3:

I am the man who has seen affliction 
       by the rod of his wrath. 

He has driven me away and made me walk 
       in darkness rather than light; 

indeed, he has turned his hand against me 
       again and again, all day long. 

He has made my skin and my flesh grow old 
       and has broken my bones. 

He has besieged me and surrounded me 
       with bitterness and hardship. 

He has made me dwell in darkness 
       like those long dead. 

He has walled me in so I cannot escape; 
       he has weighed me down with chains. 

Even when I call out or cry for help, 
       he shuts out my prayer. 

He has barred my way with blocks of stone; 
       he has made my paths crooked. 

Like a bear lying in wait, 
       like a lion in hiding, 

he dragged me from the path and mangled me 
       and left me without help. 

He drew his bow 
       and made me the target for his arrows. 

He pierced my heart 
       with arrows from his quiver. 

I became the laughingstock of all my people; 
       they mock me in song all day long. 

He has filled me with bitter herbs 
       and sated me with gall. 

He has broken my teeth with gravel; 
       he has trampled me in the dust. 

Each of the previous lines pictures a person in great distress, abandoned by both man and God. Each line also provides a clear picture of the coming Savior’s sufferings and death in our place. The mystery of the love of God is that Jesus knew that coming to this earth would mean pain, suffering, rejection, mocking, and finally death. Yet his tremendous love moved him to see us and want to take our place. That love created a detailed approach for him to use, to lead him to abject humiliation and condemnation. That love also moved him to follow the plan perfectly, without error or mistake, all the way to hell.
Such tremendous love cannot be from man, for no man would lower himself to this extent. Only the God who fills the universe and loves perfectly could dare to go so low. Only a Savior who is both God and man could accomplish this task.

Such love covers over our sins, and forgives our trespasses. Such love humbles us and moves us to love others. Such love lifts our heads up to heaven in thankfulness to God.

The effect of this love is mentioned later in Lamentations 3:

Because of the LORD's great love we are not consumed, 
       for his compassions never fail. 

They are new every morning; 
       great is your faithfulness. 

I say to myself, "The LORD is my portion; 
       therefore I will wait for him." 

The LORD is good to those whose hope is in him, 
       to the one who seeks him; 

it is good to wait quietly 
       for the salvation of the LORD. 

Although we cannot understand this love, through the work of the Holy Spirit we can believe in it and claim it as our own. Although we cannot save ourselves, we can wait for the LORD and rejoice in his salvation he brings us through his means of grace on a daily basis. Although we cannot save others, we can encourage and strengthen them with the message of love that we ourselves have been given and that we rejoice in. 

Through the eyes of faith we see in the affliction of Jesus Christ our salvation, our peace, and our rest. God grant us wisdom to know him this way in His Word!
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“he will find pasture”
Cows and sheep are endlessly fascinating to me. They seem to be content to simply sit in one spot, and chew the same food day after day. Cows even have a mechanism for swallowing food and regurgitating it, so that they can “re-chew” their cud after they have chewed it. Sheep can pull food from the thinnest of rocks, and survive. 
I suppose there might be some who view the life of a herd animal as being pretty boring. Where is the adventure? Where is the romance? Where is the challenge? But cows and sheep know where to get food, and they content to return to that food endlessly. 
In the book of Jeremiah, God compares the people of Israel to sheep. In chapter 50, he points out that Israel have been lost sheep:
"My people have been lost sheep; 
       their shepherds have led them astray 
       and caused them to roam on the mountains. 
       They wandered over mountain and hill 
       and forgot their own resting place. 

Whoever found them devoured them; 
       their enemies said, 'We are not guilty, 
       for they sinned against the LORD, their true pasture, 
       the LORD, the hope of their fathers.' 

Although God had given them plentiful pasture and good food, they were led astray and wandered into places that promised “excitement” or “variety.” Unfortunately, in doing so they left behind the “true pasture,” the place where they could go for food, rest and safety.

We, too, are lost sheep. We, too, must confess that we have wandered, looking for variety or interest. We too must admit that we are helpless before our spiritual enemy, the devil. We, too, can say that we have often avoided and wandered away from our true pasture, the Word of God, and have forgot our own resting place.

Praise be to God that in Christ we have both a perfect sheep and a loving shepherd. He was the one who not only lived a life of perfect devotion to the Father, but who took upon himself the penalty for sin. His act of redemption bought us back from slavery to the devil, and set our feet on the paths of righteousness.

It is not because we are so obedient and careful that Jesus came into the world, but rather because we had wandered and lost our way. It is not our ongoing obedience that causes him to love us, but rather his careful concern for our ongoing weakness. And it is not our power or strength that will lead us to the promised land of heaven, but rather his persistent and gentle guidance and rescue. 

Jesus describes himself as the Good Shepherd (for bad sheep) in John 10:

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

"I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. The hired hand is not the shepherd who owns the sheep. So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away. Then the wolf attacks the flock and scatters it. The man runs away because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. 

"I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me— just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep. I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd. The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father." 

God grant us a full measure of the wisdom of cows, who are content to graze in the one spot that feeds them endlessly. God grant us the thankfulness of sheep, who know and love the one who lays down his life for them. 
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“I will remember their sins no more”

Do you “get” the Bible?

Me, either. As I read more of it, I begin to see how much I really don’t understand. This is exacerbated by writing these e-mailed devotions, because to write about something, you must understand it, and I just don’t. There are many things in it that seem confusing and difficult for me to grasp, much less talk about intelligently to someone else.

And this sin is one that requires repentance.

See, the problem with this sinful thought in my head is that it turns the entire Word of God on its head, and makes me the subject of my thoughts. In doing so, it breaks the First Commandment, because I begin to look to my own wisdom and knowledge for the answers to my questions. I need to repent of my sin, and turn to God, trusting that he will make the Word clear to me (for it is clear) and that he will teach me through it what I need to know (for it is powerful and able to save). 

The Bible time and time again testifies to its own power; one such example is found in Jeremiah 31:

"The time is coming," declares the LORD, 
       "when I will make a new covenant 
       with the house of Israel 
       and with the house of Judah. 

It will not be like the covenant 
       I made with their forefathers 
       when I took them by the hand 
       to lead them out of Egypt, 
       because they broke my covenant, 
       though I was a husband to them," 
       declares the LORD. 

"This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel 
       after that time," declares the LORD. 
       "I will put my law in their minds 
       and write it on their hearts. 
       I will be their God, 
       and they will be my people. 

No longer will a man teach his neighbor, 
       or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' 
       because they will all know me, 
       from the least of them to the greatest," 
       declares the LORD. 
       "For I will forgive their wickedness 
       and will remember their sins no more." 

This is what the LORD says, 
       he who appoints the sun 
       to shine by day, 
       who decrees the moon and stars 
       to shine by night, 
       who stirs up the sea 
       so that its waves roar— 
       the LORD Almighty is his name: 

"Only if these decrees vanish from my sight," 
       declares the LORD, 
       "will the descendants of Israel ever cease 
       to be a nation before me." 

Jeremiah testifies to a time when God would send his Spirit in such a way, and with such a covenant, that they could learn the truth from the “ceaseless decrees” of the LORD.  The fulfillment of this prophecy was found in Jesus Christ. He came to be the Savior of the world: to teach the people of God about the love of the Father, to heal their diseases and injuries, to live shamelessly, and to die innocently as a sacrifice. By this sacrifice our sins are forgiven, and we are given the love of God that “forgives our wickedness.” Jesus pointed out his role as the mediator of the new covenant in Luke 22:
And he took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to them, saying, "This is my body given for you; do this in remembrance of me." 

In the same way, after the supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you. 

As children of God, we have the rare privilege to approach the throne of grace directly by the blood of Christ in Holy Communion, and through the power of the Word of God. We can fully trust and expect that God will work what he wills through his means of grace, and that through them he will teach us all that we need to know. This promise is not just for the “wise,” either, for Jeremiah says “they will all know me, from the greatest to the least.” Even the youngest child can see the love of God in waters of baptism, and hear about the love of God in the Word.  

And if there are some things that God has not chosen to make clear to me right now, I can trust that he will in his own good time. For although I may not understand God, he understands me. Although I do not know God as he is, he knows me as I am. And although I do not always remember God, he never remembers my sin. His new covenant led Jesus to the cross—his new covenant has power to lead me to heaven.

May this truth be our confession today and every day!
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“You will understand this…”

Feeling weighed down a bit today? Could it be the stresses of the day, the burden of responsibility, concerns about health or wealth, or even a touch of the late-winter blues?

If so, you can relate to the picture provided in the book of Jeremiah of a “yoke.” A yoke was a long pole that was carried on the shoulders, used by oxen or men to move heavy weights. The heavier the yoke, the greater the weight to be pulled. The very object was a symbol of grueling servitude, often involuntary.

In Jeremiah 27-28, the picture of a yoke is used to show the sin of Israel. God told Jeremiah:

Make a yoke out of straps and crossbars and put it on your neck.

This yoke was to be a picture of the servitude that Israel would endure under King Nebuchadnezzar. In chapter 28, however, a false prophet by the name of Hananiah had a simple solution to this “yoke of servitude:”

Then the prophet Hananiah took the yoke off the neck of the prophet Jeremiah and broke it, and he said before all the people, "This is what the LORD says: 'In the same way will I break the yoke of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon off the neck of all the nations within two years.' "
Unfortunately, God had a response for his simple solution:
“Go and tell Hananiah, 'This is what the LORD says: You have broken a wooden yoke, but in its place you will get a yoke of iron.’ “
Before we judge Hananiah too harshly, let us admit that at times we also have sought to take the “easy way out,” to wish to quickly throw off the yoke of difficulty in this life. Like Hananiah, we may also have thought that our words were God’s words. But in the long run, this approach causes greater trouble, for it exchanges a yoke of wood for a yoke of iron. It appears to solve the problem, but actually causes more sin and difficulty.

Only God can remove the yoke of sin and trouble that is on the neck of mankind. He told of his solution to the problem of sin in chapter 30:

" 'In that day,' declares the LORD Almighty, 
       'I will break the yoke off their necks 
       and will tear off their bonds; 
       no longer will foreigners enslave them. 

Instead, they will serve the LORD their God 
       and David their king, 
       whom I will raise up for them.”

God goes on to speak of the one whom he would raise up to save the people:

Their leader will be one of their own; 
       their ruler will arise from among them. 
       I will bring him near and he will come close to me, 
       for who is he who will devote himself 
       to be close to me?' 
       declares the LORD. 

" 'So you will be my people, 
       and I will be your God.' " 

See, the storm of the LORD 
       will burst out in wrath, 
       a driving wind swirling down 
       on the heads of the wicked. 

The fierce anger of the LORD will not turn back 
       until he fully accomplishes 
       the purposes of his heart. 
       In days to come 
       you will understand this.

The one who would come to break the yoke of oppression was none other than the Promised Savior of the LORD, Jesus Christ. He would destroy sin’s weight by being born among a sinful people, and living a life of servitude, carrying the weight of disease, demon possession and ignorance among his people. He would “devote himself” to the Father perfectly, even to the point of bearing on his back the whips of mankind, and carrying a cross to a place of eternal suffering. All of the wrath of God against sin, and his fierce anger, was poured out upon this Christ in that place of suffering, until the task was “fully accomplished.” Only then would he die, and be raised victorious.

There may appear to be many ways to deal with the weight of sin, but only one truly removes it—only the weight of the cross frees us from the weight of sin. And that weight was carried for us by Jesus, our leader, our friend, and our Savior.

May we, when sin weighs us down, flee to the cross of Christ to find our freedom in his “easy” yoke!
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“Who can understand it?”
Ever take a personality test? As part of my master’s degree, I was required to take a Myers-Briggs personality test (found at www.humanmetrics.com) and discover what sort of person I was. Later, I was asked to take another test, and it turns out that the second time I was a different type of person. After discussing this point, the instructor said that such tests are simply a “snapshot” of personality at that moment, so different results are not unusual. Still, it was a bit disconcerting to know that I did not know who I was.
Turns out I need not have been so concerned, for the Bible clearly testifies to the fact that we cannot really understand ourselves, in Jeremiah 17:

This is what the LORD says: 
       "Cursed is the one who trusts in man, 
       who depends on flesh for his strength 
       and whose heart turns away from the LORD. 

He will be like a bush in the wastelands; 
       he will not see prosperity when it comes. 
       He will dwell in the parched places of the desert, 
       in a salt land where no one lives. 

"But blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD, 
       whose confidence is in him. 

He will be like a tree planted by the water 
       that sends out its roots by the stream. 
       It does not fear when heat comes; 
       its leaves are always green. 
       It has no worries in a year of drought 
       and never fails to bear fruit." 

The heart is deceitful above all things 
       and beyond cure. 
       Who can understand it? 

This same thought is echoed by the Apostle Paul in Romans 7:
I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.
When we hear the commands of God, it is a short and easy step to assume that we best get going on some changes. But Paul agrees with Jeremiah that we do not have the ability to know what and how to carry out these changes, much less the ability to actually become different people. Change is needed, and that change demands knowledge—but mankind doesn’t have that knowledge.

Fortunately for us, God does. Having made us, God has an intimate knowledge of us and our ways. As the all-knowing God, he continues to know every thought, word and action. “There is nothing hidden.”

Being a loving God, he chose to come into this world and to take on himself our form. He was born among us, and lived without sin in our place. Although he was tempted in every way just as we are, yet he was “without sin.” Having lived a spotless life, he was then crucified and condemned by his heavenly Father for each and every sin we have committed. Only the all-knowing God could even know our every sin, and only an all-loving God could choose to place the punishment of damnation for each one on his Son, in our place. Having been punished, he died and rose again, and ascended into heaven to prepare a place for us. Even now, he knows us—our past, present, and future—and he is with us, guiding us with his spirit and making all things work out for our good.

Even Jeremiah, the prophet of woe, knew where to turn for knowledge of himself:

O LORD, the hope of Israel, 
       all who forsake you will be put to shame. 
       Those who turn away from you will be written in the dust 
       because they have forsaken the LORD, 
       the spring of living water. 

Heal me, O LORD, and I will be healed; 
       save me and I will be saved, 
       for you are the one I praise. 

Only in Jesus Christ can we find knowledge of ourselves, and in that true knowledge, healing and help for our sin. God grant us wisdom to find ourselves at the cross of Christ!
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“All day long”
Burning the midnight oil. Burning the candle at both ends. Burning out.

It’s amazing to me the fiery sorts of things people say when they see someone working hard. They might feel that the person has great ambition, or has great responsibilities. As a society, we seem to be working more and more, and spending more hours doing it. But no matter how much work we put in, and how well we do that work, we must admit that there is another who works harder than us—God.

God is constantly at work in the world, keeping it going by his mighty power. He is in all places, hearing and seeing all things, and able to do whatever he wishes to do. He is carrying out plans that were put into place before the creation of the world. And those plans involve us.

Unfortunately, the plans work and exist in spite of us, and our hard work, rather than because of us. Isaiah 64 points out that mankind is no help at all in the “work” of God:

Since ancient times no one has heard, 
       no ear has perceived, 
       no eye has seen any God besides you, 
       who acts on behalf of those who wait for him. 

You come to the help of those who gladly do right, 
       who remember your ways. 
       But when we continued to sin against them, 
       you were angry. 
       How then can we be saved? 

All of us have become like one who is unclean, 
       and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; 
       we all shrivel up like a leaf, 
       and like the wind our sins sweep us away. 

No one calls on your name 
       or strives to lay hold of you; 
       for you have hidden your face from us 
       and made us waste away because of our sins. 

Yet, O LORD, you are our Father. 
       We are the clay, you are the potter; 
       we are all the work of your hand. 

Not only is mankind not able to help, mankind cannot even begin to know the plans and work of God. Even though we are the “work of his hand,” we have turned away in sin and have become “like one who is unclean.” All of the hours, efforts, and struggles of man only serve to turn us away from God and complicate his task.

Because of this, God chose to become man and carry out his greatest task—to be born a holy human, to labor spotlessly on this earth, to suffer in hell for us, to die without fault, and to be raised again by the power of the Father to eternal life. His work of seeking and living for the Father is given to us as a free gift. His work of perishing for us bought us eternal life.
Today, God is still hard at work teaching us to know this Savior. Isaiah 65 tells us that God teaches and preaches his Gospel to us constantly:

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

All day long I have held out my hands 
       to an obstinate people, 
       who walk in ways not good, 
       pursuing their own imaginations.
Can we, who have been rescued from every sin and evil by this Savior, ever learn enough about him? Can we ever stop learning that which God is still pleased to continue teaching “all day long?” Can we ever get enough of this Word that offers us forgiveness of sins and eternal life on a daily basis?

God forbid that we even decide that our task of learning about Jesus is over, or that other “work” is more important than the work of God found in the means of grace! For there we see the work of God; there we hear the very words of the Spirit; there we receive the answer to the question, “How then can we be saved?” Salvation is the work of God—may we always cherish and seek his work in his Word!
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“Comfort, comfort, my people.”

Where do you find your comfort? If you are like me, at times it may be in a cozy bed, a favorite chair, an overflowing table, a good book, a secluded spot, or with a good friend.
What do you find to comfort you? Perhaps a beautiful view, a memorable picture, a favorite dessert, a hug from family or friends, a book or a favorite CD.

Regardless of the variety in the ”where” and the “what,” we all agree on the “why:” Comforting is important in a uneasy and difficult world. Stresses and troubles come, and cause us to seek out rest and peace.

Foremost of all of the above, a Christian finds his or her comfort in the Word of God. There a Christian finds out about the universal nature of sin, that causes all discomfort. There a Christian hears about an Almighty God who governs all things. There a Christian comes to know the justice of God.

In addition to the comfort of knowing God’s might, a Christian comes to know the love of God. There we learn about God’s plan of salvation, carried out in the person of Jesus Christ. There we come to see that the death of Christ was for us, to win for us an eternal blessing that words cannot even begin to describe. There we are reminded of the most important gift—forgiveness of sins.
When I am uncomfortable, I tend to be uneasy, and feel uneasy. My heart and mind are not at rest. Although many things may claim to give me peace, only Christ can provide the true comfort that still my restless soul. I need to be reminded regularly to seek that comfort in His Word, for there God is pleased to give to me freely, fully, and without cost. For my comfort.

Therefore, to comfort me (and you), consider the words God in Isaiah 40:

Comfort, comfort my people, 
       says your God. 

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

A voice of one calling: 
       "In the desert prepare 
       the way for the LORD; 
       make straight in the wilderness 
       a highway for our God. 

Every valley shall be raised up, 
       every mountain and hill made low; 
       the rough ground shall become level, 
       the rugged places a plain. 

And the glory of the LORD will be revealed, 
       and all mankind together will see it. 
       For the mouth of the LORD has spoken." 

A voice says, "Cry out." 
       And I said, "What shall I cry?" 
       "All men are like grass, 
       and all their glory is like the flowers of the field. 

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

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

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

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

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

I heard a group of women speaking the other day about their husbands. They were talking about how their husbands tend to make pronouncements that are wide-ranging and almost impossible to fulfill. One said that her husband decreed that the entire family would exercise every day. Another pontificated that there would be no more complaining in the family. A third went so far as to say that her husband would never stress again over “the little things.” They all had a good laugh at these foolish men, and it was only with great difficulty that I separated my wife from them and asked her not to tell them anymore about me. (
It is in our human nature to let our thoughts overstretch our grasp. We have a tendency to dream big, think big, and take on more than we can do. Even the whole process of planning the future involves a certain degree of selective blindness. In the James 4 we are reminded that:

Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money." Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.
But One who can (and does) speak authoritatively on the future is the LORD. He knows the future as he knows the past. He is in charge of all events in time. And his wisdom is such that he works all things out for his will.

Because of his great love for mankind, God reveals the future to us through His Word. One such example of this is found in Isaiah 24:

See, the LORD is going to lay waste the earth 
       and devastate it; 
       he will ruin its face 
       and scatter its inhabitants- 

it will be the same 
       for priest as for people, 
       for master as for servant, 
       for mistress as for maid, 
       for seller as for buyer, 
       for borrower as for lender, 
       for debtor as for creditor. 

The earth will be completely laid waste 
       and totally plundered. 
       The LORD has spoken this word. 

This scene of desolation has a goal in mind—to punish the enemies of God. Isaiah 24 continues:

In that day the LORD will punish 
       the powers in the heavens above 
       and the kings on the earth below. 

They will be herded together 
       like prisoners bound in a dungeon; 
       they will be shut up in prison 
       and be punished after many days. 

The moon will be abashed, the sun ashamed; 
       for the LORD Almighty will reign 
       on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 
       and before its elders, gloriously.

In power, wisdom, and might, God here reveals that every “power” and “king” will be punished, “shut up in prison,” while the LORD Almighty will reign “gloriously.” Since God here is speaking, we know his words to be true and right. Since he is all-powerful, we know he can do it. But where will I be on that day?
By rights, I would be in that prison, cast away from God for my sin. By nature, I am an enemy of God whose faults and flaws will be revealed on that day. In truth, my future ought to be prison and punishment.

But, by grace, God sent Jesus Christ into this world to accomplish what I could not—to find me and bring me to the Father. He became the “enemy of God” when he suffered for  me on the tree, enduring eternal torment in my place, and taking the punishment of sin upon himself in my place. He chose to change my future by coming into the world to be “the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”

Ephesians 2 tells us of this process:
For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.
Because of Jesus’ act of “destroying the barrier,” God speaks of a different future for me in Isaiah 25:

On this mountain the LORD Almighty will prepare 
       a feast of rich food for all peoples, 
       a banquet of aged wine— 
       the best of meats and the finest of wines. 

On this mountain he will destroy 
       the shroud that enfolds all peoples, 
       the sheet that covers all nations; 

he will swallow up death forever. 
       The Sovereign LORD will wipe away the tears 
       from all faces; 
       he will remove the disgrace of his people 
       from all the earth. 
       The LORD has spoken. 

As a failing and foolish human, I finally must confess that I cannot predict or change the future—that is in God’s hands. But as a child of God, I can confess that Jesus has changed my future—from punishment to feasting, from prison to eternal life, and from shame to eternal joy. I know this is true, because the LORD has spoken. Praise be to him for his present and future blessings to us, through Jesus Christ!
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“He will raise a banner for the nations…”

So I called the man to visit him at his house. After a series of complicated (and somewhat contradictory) directions, I asked if he had a house number I could find. He said that he did, but it wouldn’t help because there were no street signs out by him. “Look for the trees on the right,” he went on, “and you’ll know you are almost there.” Finally, after much wandering around, I called him again and he got in his green pickup and found me. I thought I knew the way, but I was wrong. Rather, I needed a sure sign to come and find me.
Israel, at the time of Isaiah, needed a sure sign. The people had drifted away from the true worship of the LORD. They still carried out the service of the temple, but God’s stinging rebuke was that “their hearts were far from me.” Because they were lost, God in his mercy sent a sure sign for Israel and all people. This sign or “banner” is mentioned in Isaiah 11:

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; 
       from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. 

The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him— 
       the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, 
       the Spirit of counsel and of power, 
       the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD - 

and he will delight in the fear of the LORD. 
       He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, 
       or decide by what he hears with his ears; 

but with righteousness he will judge the needy, 
       with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. 
       He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; 
       with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 

Righteousness will be his belt 
       and faithfulness the sash around his waist. 

The wolf will live with the lamb, 
       the leopard will lie down with the goat, 
       the calf and the lion and the yearling together; 
       and a little child will lead them. 

The cow will feed with the bear, 
       their young will lie down together, 
       and the lion will eat straw like the ox. 

The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, 
       and the young child put his hand into the viper's nest. 

They will neither harm nor destroy 
       on all my holy mountain, 
       for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD 
       as the waters cover the sea. 

In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious.

All of the Old Testament testified to the plan of salvation—from the promise in Genesis 3 to the Passover Lamb to the Babylonian captivity. However, even with this clear testimony, the children of God tended to get lost (in sin) and were, by themselves, unable to find their way to God. They needed someone to come and be a sure sign.
That person was Jesus Christ. The child would be the Root from the stump of Jesse—a child born of the kingly line, but in a humble way. He would be Immanuel—“God with us,” and his entire life would be a testimony to the power of the Spirit and the righteousness which was his by virtue of his holy life. He would come to fulfill the promises given throughout history, and to bring “the knowledge of the LORD.”
He would do this through his act of saving the world. When Jesus was preparing to go to Jerusalem, he proclaimed that his act of suffering hell for the sins of the world would serve as a banner for the nations. In John 12, Jesus told us:

“Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out. But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself."

The death of Jesus on the cross is still a banner for the nations, and a glorious place of rest. For those of us who wander, and struggle, and despair, it is an ever-present guide to the love of God. For those who see their sins, it is forgiveness and life. For those who die, it is life. Praise God for his banner over me, the Root of Jesse!
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“The garden of his delight”

My wife and I bought a bottle of South Dakota wine the other day and drank a bit. I hate to say it, but it was awful. We couldn’t bring ourselves to finish the bottle, and I doubt that we will buy any more of that particular brand. Something had gone bad in the process.

This concept of “bad fruit” is found in the first chapters of the book of Isaiah, where God sings a “song of the vineyard.”  Isaiah 5 tells us:

I will sing for the one I love 

       a song about his vineyard: 

       My loved one had a vineyard 

       on a fertile hillside. 

He dug it up and cleared it of stones 

       and planted it with the choicest vines. 

       He built a watchtower in it 

       and cut out a winepress as well. 

       Then he looked for a crop of good grapes, 

       but it yielded only bad fruit. 

"Now you dwellers in Jerusalem and men of Judah, 

       judge between me and my vineyard. 

What more could have been done for my vineyard 

       than I have done for it? 

       When I looked for good grapes, 

       why did it yield only bad? 

In this passage, God compared the people of Israel to a vineyard producing bad grapes. The fault was not in the planting or the tending, but the grapes were bad nonetheless. Therefore, God continued:

Now I will tell you 

       what I am going to do to my vineyard: 

       I will take away its hedge, 

       and it will be destroyed; 

       I will break down its wall, 

       and it will be trampled. 

I will make it a wasteland, 

       neither pruned nor cultivated, 

       and briers and thorns will grow there. 

       I will command the clouds 

       not to rain on it." 

The vineyard of the LORD Almighty 

       is the house of Israel, 

       and the men of Judah 

       are the garden of his delight. 

       And he looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; 

       for righteousness, but heard cries of distress.

When the children of Israel came to the Promised Land, they displaced the Canaanites who had lived there in prosperity and sin. Because these people had rejected God, God allowed them to be destroyed by his nation, Israel, and their land was given to these former slaves.

Over time, however, the nation of Israel had fallen into the same sins as the Canaanites before them. Therefore God was going to carry out the same judgment on them—they would be removed from the land, and it would be given to others. The vineyard of the LORD would be torn up and only a wasteland would remain.

As God’s chosen people, we live in a state of grace before God. He watches out for us, cares for us, and keeps our spiritual enemies at bay. He sends his gospel message “as the snow or rain,” and he blesses his people through his Word. But we also must beware, lest we fall into the sins of those around us.

This can happen subtly, over time, as we live in and among the world, and adopt its values. It can happen as we watch television, go out for supper, carry out business transactions, chat away on the phone, and spend time with friends and relatives. Because we have a sinful nature, our natural bent will be to turn away from God and towards this sinful world’s way of thinking. A world diseased by sin tends to spread that disease, and if we are honest we will admit that we are all too ready to accept it.

Fortunately for us, Jesus did not just leave us to drift, rot and die. Instead, he came into this world to be the source of life for us—to be born holy, to live without the stain of sin, to endure hell and die on our behalf, and to rise to life eternal. He then ascended into heaven to rule over his people, the church, and to “be with them always.” Jesus used the analogy of a vineyard to remind his people that he was the source of all life in John 15:

"I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful. You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you. Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 

"I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned. If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you. This is to my Father's glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disciples. 

The nation of Israel produced “bad fruit” when they separated themselves from the “vine” that is fruitful—Jesus Christ. We, too, will produce “nothing” if we are separated from Christ. Only in him can we find the life that is truly life, and only in him do we become fruitful.

Fortunately, like a Vine that gives life-giving sap all day long, Jesus sends his Word and Sacraments to us regularly, and encourages us to feed on them and grow strong. May we continue to use them to learn about Jesus, to stay close to him, and to have them produce in us "good fruit!"
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“Under the sun.”
"Ask for whatever you want me to give you."

God appeared to King Solomon, in I Kings 3, and asked him this question. His reply was to ask for “wisdom to lead this great people of yours,” a God-pleasing answer that led God to give him that and many other things. The Bible tells us that Solomon was the wisest man who ever lived, and that God gave him very great riches and honor.

When one considers this early history of Solomon, it seems odd that the book of Ecclesiates tells of a man who “was son of David, king in Jerusalem” (presumably Solomon), who sought out pleasure by amassing great treasures. Ecclesiastes 2 tells his story:

I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and planted vineyards. I made gardens and parks and planted all kinds of fruit trees in them. I made reservoirs to water groves of flourishing trees. I bought male and female slaves and had other slaves who were born in my house. I also owned more herds and flocks than anyone in Jerusalem before me. I amassed silver and gold for myself, and the treasure of kings and provinces. I acquired men and women singers, and a harem as well—the delights of the heart of man. I became greater by far than anyone in Jerusalem before me. In all this my wisdom stayed with me. 

I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; 
       I refused my heart no pleasure. 
       My heart took delight in all my work, 
       and this was the reward for all my labor. 

Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done 
       and what I had toiled to achieve, 
       everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; 
       nothing was gained under the sun.

The wisest man who ever lived sought to accumulate all that this life has to offer, and in the end, decided that this was a “chasing after the wind.” Even though God had promised him great wealth, he could not find happiness by pursuing great wealth. Rather, he claims that “nothing was gained under the sun.”

This is also true of us. Although the “American dream” is firmly embedded into our collective psyche, we cannot find happiness or contentment through the pursuit of physical blessings. No matter what we might have or own—a successful business, a lavish home, a loving family, physical health, great riches, or tremendous fame and honor—it cannot satisfy and will eventually be declared to be “meaningless.”

Only is Christ Jesus is true happiness found. Only God is big enough to fill the hole in our hearts, caused by our sinful desires, and to satisfy our relentless hunger. He gave up the riches of heaven and came into this world as a man to do what we could not do—eschewing riches and their vain pursuit—and instead pursued a road that led to the cross. There, he offered his innocent life as a payment for sin, and rose again from the dead to prove that the contract was fulfilled. Then he ascended into heaven to prepare a better place for us.
Knowing this, we can view this world as a place to get to know the love of Jesus, and to grow in the wisdom of seeking him and trusting in him. Jesus gives us that advice in Matthew 6:

"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

"And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that 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, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 

While we live in this world, “under the sun,” we will often worry about possessions, seek the wrong priorities and make sinful mistakes. But it is a comfort to know that Jesus came so that we might live “under the Son,” and in doing so, find forgiveness, meaning, comfort, righteousness, peace and love. God grant us the wisdom to do so all the days of our lives!
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“There is a way that seems right to a man…”
Decisions, decisions…

My wife and I spent some time this past week trying to decide if we should put an offer on a piece of property. It had some of the features we were looking for, but also had some downsides. We discussed it, prayed about it, studied the Bible, thought about it, and went back and forth on it. We just were not sure what the right thing to do might be. Turns out it doesn’t really matter much after all.

Perhaps you have been in a similar situation, with a “life-altering decision” in front of you. It may be choice of college, purchase of a home, a medical decision, or a job change. It seems like a very important matter, and so you collect all the available information, and weigh each side carefully. But at the end, it will turn out that it doesn’t really matter much after all.

I say this because of the passage for today, found in the book of Proverbs, chapters 14 (and 16):

There is a way that seems right to a man, 
       but in the end it leads to death.
The book of Proverbs is like a series of pin-pricks, each proverb pointing out a contrast between the person who believes in the wisdom of God, Christ, and the one who does not. By reading it carefully, one can find many examples of the sin that lives within us. But this passage comes at us like a sharpened knife, pointing out that although we might think we know the right choice, eventually it leads to death. As a statement of law, it crushes us, because it not only convinces us of our former “wrongness,” it also reminds us of our present and future inability to choose a path of life. Because we are sinful humans, we will make bad choices, even when we suppose that our choices are good ones. We cannot change who we are.

Yet this passage also speaks a message of hope to the believer. For, if I cannot solve my own problems and save myself, then my need for a Savior becomes acute. Reading through the Word of God, there I find ample and clear testimony to the plan of God found in Jesus Christ. There I see one “like a man” who came to be right in all his ways, to live without error, and to sacrifice himself as a ransom for all mankind. Jesus came to pay the penalty of eternal death in hell for our poor choices, and to give us eternal life in him. For Christ, the “way that seems right” is the way of Calvary.
Through the work of the Holy Spirit, the “way that seems right to a man” leads us to see first our death, and then Christ’s. It shows us our inability to save ourselves, and then the work of God in saving us. It shows us our selfish planning, and then the perfect plan of God. The miracle of God’s love is that through the weakness and sin of man, the Savior comes to fulfill all our needs. That is the most important fact in the world; compared to this, all other thoughts, decisions, and actions really don’t matter much at all.
Finally, as our life ebbs and ends, we all will find death at the end of our “way.” While on this earth, we can either chase our own plans, thoughts and dreams, and find that death a terrible judge; or through the work of the Holy Spirit we can turn from ourselves and seek comfort, solace, and peace at the foot of the cross. “There is a way that seems right to a man.” God grant that we see in “the Way” of God an answer for our sin, and an eternal hope at the end of that path.
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