“the LORD…give you peace”
If you have been to a worship service, you have likely heard the words of the Aaronic blessing at the end, first recorded for God’s people in Numbers 6:

The LORD said to Moses, "Tell Aaron and his sons, 'This is how you are to bless the Israelites. Say to them: 

" ' "The LORD bless you 
       and keep you; 

the LORD make his face shine upon you 
       and be gracious to you; 

the LORD turn his face toward you 
       and give you peace." ' 

"So they will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them."

One can imagine that the priests carried out this blessing regularly—when they accepted sacrifices from the people, when they judged disputes, when they taught the people to know and follow the LORD. When they blessed the people, they told them that the LORD would bless them. Integral to this was the act of God putting his “name on the Israelites” and giving them his peace.

Such peace did not come from the commands and laws of God, for these statements do not justify. All they can do is condemn and kill, create awareness of guilt and increase sin. Rather, this peace came from the blessed assurance of God’s love—of his willingness to “bless you and keep you,” to “make his face shine upon you” and to “be gracious to you.” It was the Gospel message of God’s love for mankind that brought them peace.

Such a blessing still comes to us through this Gospel message. In it, we hear about a Savior from sin, who loved us so much that he chose to be our Redeemer and Savior from hell. This Savior came to “put his name on us” when he took upon himself the sins of the world and endured the punishment we deserved. The Savior gave us peace when he bore in his body the anger of a righteous God towards evil people. This Savior took the shining face of God for his perfection, and pointed it towards us, by his death on the cross.
When we take our children to be baptized, we experience the blessing of God through Word and water. When we receive the Lord’s Supper, we eat and drink the body and blood of Christ for the forgiveness of sins. When we hear the Gospel message in a sermon, we receive Christ’s peace as a free gift of his grace. At the end of this service, we hear once again that the LORD will “give us peace.” We can be sure and confident that this is true, for God is faithful, and he will not take away his love from us. His blessing and his peace are indeed ours now and forever through Jesus Christ.
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“he must be put to death”
Shortly after God gave his laws to the children of Israel in the book of Leviticus, the people were presented with a “test case.” The question and God’s reply are found in Leviticus 24:

Now the son of an Israelite mother and an Egyptian father went out among the Israelites, and a fight broke out in the camp between him and an Israelite. The son of the Israelite woman blasphemed the Name with a curse; so they brought him to Moses. (His mother's name was Shelomith, the daughter of Dibri the Danite.) They put him in custody until the will of the LORD should be made clear to them. 

Then the LORD said to Moses: "Take the blasphemer outside the camp. All those who heard him are to lay their hands on his head, and the entire assembly is to stone him. Say to the Israelites: 'If anyone curses his God, he will be held responsible; anyone who blasphemes the name of the LORD must be put to death. The entire assembly must stone him. Whether an alien or native-born, when he blasphemes the Name, he must be put to death." 

The “son of the Israelite woman” committed the sin of blasphemy, cursing God’s name. The people “put him in custody” and sought out “the will of the LORD.” In one sense, this was unnecessary, for the people had just heard God’s command that “no one who misuses the name of the LORD would be held blameless.” In another sense, they were looking for confirmation that God really meant what he had said, which they received when the LORD told them that “he must be put to death.”


Ever since the first temptation, man has wondered this same thought—does God really mean what he says in the Law? Does God really mean it when he tells me to “be holy” and sinless? Does he really want me to keep every commandment perfectly, to never once say a single bad word, think a single bad thought, or do a single bad deed? Can it really be true that anyone who does sin, even once, is doomed to spend eternity in hell?
The short answer is “yes.” From our view, God is completely unrealistic in his desire for our perfection. Yet he does not waver or change that view. He still demands that we do no wrong and do only right; he still judges each and every sin; he still keep a place of punishment for those who do not meet his demands.

This, however, is not his only form of “justice.” He is also perfectly faithful to his promises—self-demanding, if you will—and thus he fulfilled his promise to send a Savior from sin into this world in the person of his Son, the Christ. He came to be perfect in our place—to keep every commandment without flaw or error—and to suffer hell for each and every sin of each and every person. He did not waver or recoil from the torment of hell, but took upon himself the entire damnation of mankind to justify the world by declaring it righteous in the cross. Christ knew and agreed that for us “he must be put to death” for the sins of the world.

This relentless drive for our salvation was spoken from the cross, when Christ cried out in agony, “Why have you forsaken me?” The answer to this question is found in Romans 3:

There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.
Through the work of the Holy Spirit, God calls us to believe that when Christ died, so did our sinful nature. Through faith, God gives us trust to understand that the perfection demanded of us was fulfilled in Jesus. By mercy, he encourages us to know that this justification comes “freely…through the redemption that came by Jesus.” When God says we are forgiven, he really means it; for he is the one is both “just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” A perfectly just God was perfect in his life and death; by grace we have forgiveness of sin, life and salvation in Him!
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“the live bird”

My worst bird experience occurred as a teacher, when one of my students brought a pet bird in a cage, and I had her put it outside the room. While it was outside, it got out of its cage and flew away. The student was upset at losing a valuable bird; I was upset at my own stupidity; the bird was likely thrilled to be free. But who knows (or perhaps cares) what a bird thinks?
The picture of a bird set free is also found in the ceremonial laws of Leviticus 14:

The LORD said to Moses, "These are the regulations for the diseased person at the time of his ceremonial cleansing, when he is brought to the priest: The priest is to go outside the camp and examine him. If the person has been healed of his infectious skin disease, the priest shall order that two live clean birds and some cedar wood, scarlet yarn and hyssop be brought for the one to be cleansed. Then the priest shall order that one of the birds be killed over fresh water in a clay pot. He is then to take the live bird and dip it, together with the cedar wood, the scarlet yarn and the hyssop, into the blood of the bird that was killed over the fresh water. Seven times he shall sprinkle the one to be cleansed of the infectious disease and pronounce him clean. Then he is to release the live bird in the open fields."
For a person with various skin diseases, there was a very detailed sequence of events to be followed for ceremonial cleansing. Two birds were to be brought, and one was killed. The live bird was to be dipped into the blood of the dead one, and the “one to be cleansed” was sprinkled with that blood. Then the live bird was released, free to go wherever it wanted to. One bird would die; the other, covered in blood, would go free.

This scene was mirrored on the Day of Atonement, when two goats were presented, and one was killed and the other released. And the picture was fulfilled on the cross at Calvary, where Christ, the Lamb of God, the chosen One, was punished for the sins of the world. There, God poured on his spotless Son the damnation that this evil world deserved—there, Jesus shed his blood that mankind might go free. For our sickness of sin, Christ took upon himself the penalty of his Father’s wrath that we might free to spend eternity without guilt or fear.
Romans 3 testifies to the power of this sacrifice for those who have been “dipped in the blood of the Christ:”

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.
By the work of God, the “righteousness of God, apart from law” has been revealed to the world. It comes to sinful mankind “through faith.” It comes to “all who believe” and are “justified freely by his grace.” It comes because Christ was made “a sacrifice of atonement.” 

In Christ, we are set free from sin—free to live a life of service to the one who set us free. In Christ, may our freedom move us to ponder our sin, his death, and the certain hope of heaven that awaits us “through faith.”
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“The fire must be kept burning”

Among the rules and regulations laid down for the children of Israel in Old Testament is the command of God to keep the altar fires burning, found in Leviticus 6:

The LORD said to Moses: "Give Aaron and his sons this command: 'These are the regulations for the burnt offering: The burnt offering is to remain on the altar hearth throughout the night, till morning, and the fire must be kept burning on the altar. The priest shall then put on his linen clothes, with linen undergarments next to his body, and shall remove the ashes of the burnt offering that the fire has consumed on the altar and place them beside the altar. Then he is to take off these clothes and put on others, and carry the ashes outside the camp to a place that is ceremonially clean. The fire on the altar must be kept burning; it must not go out. Every morning the priest is to add firewood and arrange the burnt offering on the fire and burn the fat of the fellowship offerings on it. The fire must be kept burning on the altar continuously; it must not go out.
The command that “the fire must be kept burning,” repeated three times here, found its parallels in other ways—that the priests of the tabernacle of God must be ready to serve constantly, that the oil lamps in the temple were never to go out, and in the constant presence of the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night. All of these pointed to a God who is unchanging and constant—a God who is always on watch, always present, and always powerful.
There is another place where “the fire” is “kept burning”—a place of judgment prepared for the devil and his evil angels. That place is hell, which was created by God as a place of punishment for the devil and his evil angels. Isaiah 66 points out how the enduring perfection of God brings about destruction:

"As the new heavens and the new earth that I make will endure before me," declares the LORD, "so will your name and descendants endure. From one New Moon to another and from one Sabbath to another, all mankind will come and bow down before me," says the LORD. "And they will go out and look upon the dead bodies of those who rebelled against me; their worm will not die, nor will their fire be quenched, and they will be loathsome to all mankind."
Because the “fire of God” is consuming, and demanding, and relentless, God in his mercy came up with a startling plant to save mankind from hell. In his grace he chose to have his Son take on human flesh and endure the fires of torment in our place. The mystery of the cross is that the same God who created the agony of burning in hell chose to suffer that same agony in the person of Jesus Christ. The same God who turns his back on “those who rebelled” turned his back on his only beloved Son. The same God who sees sin as “loathsome” made his precious Savior loathsome to himself and us, that he might save those who could not save themselves. When Christ declared on the cross, “I thirst,” it was as one who knew perfectly the raging anger of the Father towards sin, and the fiery fate of hell that awaited all mankind. Yet despite all this, he did not leave the cross, and end the everlasting pain. Rather he became that pain that we might be healed.
Through the work of the Holy Spirit, God has placed within his children the fire of faith in the salvation offered by this sacrificial Savior. That flame was put within each Christian at baptism, and it is fed by the means of grace. Each time a believer hears the Word of God, or eats Christ’s body and drinks his blood, he is reminded of the forgiveness won by God’s own death. That strengthens faith, encourages lives, and removes guilt and pain now and forever. It is the work of God to also keep that flame alive—it is his chosen method of saving his redeemed from the eternal agonies of hell. By his Spirit, may we also exclaim with all believers everywhere that “the fire must be kept burning!”
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“no one may see me and live”

Theologically, we can define God as being everywhere at once—he has the quality of omnipresence. There is nowhere he is not—there is not a place I can go to be away from him. So why does he seem at times to be so far away?

Moses discovered God’s answer to this question in Exodus 33:

Then Moses said, "Now show me your glory." 

And the LORD said, "I will cause all my goodness to pass in front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the LORD, in your presence. I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion. But," he said, "you cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live." 

Then the LORD said, "There is a place near me where you may stand on a rock. When my glory passes by, I will put you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then I will remove my hand and you will see my back; but my face must not be seen."

Coming immediately after the idolatry of the golden calf, we hear God tell us a reason why he seems distant at times—he is a God who is so powerful and holy that “no one may see (him) and live.” Even Moses the prophet was told that God’s face “must not been seen.” This contrasts with another reason pointed out by the children of Israel—that each man is so sinful that by nature he has no desire to seek out or draw near to God. The children of Israel sat under a flaming and smoking mountain and convinced themselves to make another god, a calf-god of gold, despite God’s dire warnings. They serve as reminders to us that mankind is by nature in a state of perpetual headlong flight from the glory and goodness of the almighty LORD. Mankind often does not see God’s omnipresent majesty because it chooses in sin to ignore the obvious evidence that condemns their evil. But he does not ignore sin—he judges it both now and on the last day, when all things will be revealed.
Because God “does not desire the death of the wicked,” but wants them “to turn, that they might live,” he chose in mercy to send his Son Jesus into the world to be “God with us.” Jesus was born a human that he might save us from our own obstinacy and fear. He lived among us, being sboth God and man, and went to the cross to bear all our offenses and denials. He was tormented in hell for three hours in our place. And he died and rose to prove that this agony was sufficient to pay not only for man’s sinfulness but for every little rebellion of thought, word and deed.

By his death on the cross, Jesus chose to “draw all men” to himself by shedding his innocent blood. By his Holy Spirit he sent out the Gospel message that gives faith, and restores a new relationship with God. And that Gospel message assures us that in Christ we see the glory of God’s love in its completeness—it tells us that we need no longer fear or flee from God, for every penalty, every corruption, and every stain has been taken away in Christ. Through the Word God draws near to us and gives us forgiveness of sins.

One day, very soon, our days of sinful running and hiding will be over. One day we will awake in Him and find that the sin and guilt of our flesh is gone, and we will claim the final redemption of our bodies that Christ has given to us as a free gift. On that day we will be able to endlessly see God and live eternally. Until then, may we see him on the cross and believe that his death means life for us!
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“most holy”

One common definition of the word “holy” is to mean “without sin.” It is a good definition, as far as it goes. But there is more to the word “holy,” as indicated by Exodus 29:

"Take the ram for the ordination and cook the meat in a sacred place. At the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, Aaron and his sons are to eat the meat of the ram and the bread that is in the basket. They are to eat these offerings by which atonement was made for their ordination and consecration. But no one else may eat them, because they are sacred. And if any of the meat of the ordination ram or any bread is left over till morning, burn it up. It must not be eaten, because it is sacred. 

"Do for Aaron and his sons everything I have commanded you, taking seven days to ordain them. Sacrifice a bull each day as a sin offering to make atonement. Purify the altar by making atonement for it, and anoint it to consecrate it. For seven days make atonement for the altar and consecrate it. Then the altar will be most holy, and whatever touches it will be holy."
The words “holy” (and “sacred”) in these verses take on an additional meaning—that of being set apart or separated for service to God. In order to ordain the high priest, the people were to take the offerings and cook them “in a sacred place.” No one else could eat of them, for “they are sacred.” Any that was left over would be burned up. In addition, the altar was to be purified by a series of seven offerings, one a day. At the end of that time, the altar would be “most holy,” and whoever touched it would also be “holy.”

Such a concern for separation and dedication may seem excessive at first, until we consider the very nature of God and man. By his nature, God is indeed both “without sin” and “set apart,” for no man can stand the presence of a holy God and live. This is because man is infected by the evil of sin from birth—as Isaiah said, “I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips.” Mankind wallows on a daily basis in sin; evil which the Lord detests with his very being. So anything that would be holy must also be “set apart.” Nothing that is common to man is acceptable to God. No human work can escape its deep and fatal disease.

None, that is, unless it is the work of God among man. Jesus Christ was just such a work, for he was born of woman by the power of the Holy Spirit. He was Immanuel, “God with us,” who came to live among humans and yet live a life separate and free from sin. He came to take up our sins on himself, sacrificing his innocent life on the cross. By his willingness to die in our place, he destroyed the “dividing wall of hostility” that kept God separated from man. It was no accident that at his death the curtain of the temple, leading to the Most Holy Place, was torn open. It is in Christ that his children have the glorious freedom to approach the Father and be one with him.
Such a fellowship won for us creates a new bond of love and peace with the Father and his sacrificial Son. And it creates a distance from this sinful world and its evil hatred of God. I Peter 2 reminds us:

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 

Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

In Christ, sinful man finds its salvation. In him, his followers are set apart for service to the one who willingly died that we might live. With him, then, how can we help but “abstain from sinful desires?” With him, we are a “holy nation,” “a chosen people,” set apart to “declare the praises of him” who loved us and came to be among us, that we might be with him eternally. May the “holiness” of Christ be our motivation and our defense against guilt until the day we die!
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“as much as he needed”
At times I wonder if the most tempting thing in the world is a paycheck stub. It is tempting because it is quantifiable—one can look at the numbers on it and realize that they indicate a certain amount of money. One can look at the date on it and plan to receive a similar amount in another pay period. One can ponder what can be purchased with the numbers, or even worse, what can’t be purchased unless those little numbers are higher. A few numbers on a paycheck stub can indeed mean a world of temptation.

The answer for the temptation of succumbing to the tyranny of numbers is found in Exodus 14, as the people discovered manna, the food of God:

That evening quail came and covered the camp, and in the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp. When the dew was gone, thin flakes like frost on the ground appeared on the desert floor. When the Israelites saw it, they said to each other, "What is it?" For they did not know what it was. 
      Moses said to them, "It is the bread the LORD has given you to eat. This is what the LORD has commanded: 'Each one is to gather as much as he needs. Take an omer for each person you have in your tent.' " 

The Israelites did as they were told; some gathered much, some little. And when they measured it by the omer, he who gathered much did not have too much, and he who gathered little did not have too little. Each one gathered as much as he needed. 
In the desert, the people were tested by God by the number zero—the amount of food they had to survive on. When they grumbled against God, failing the test, he gave them bread from heaven, with the command to “gather as much” as each person needed. When they did so, they discovered that “he who gathered much did not have too much, and he who gathered little did not have too little.” God had given each one “as much as he needed.”


The God who provided heavenly bread still provides for people today. James reminds us that “every good and perfect gift is from above,” and Jesus warned his disciples not to “worry about what you will eat or drink.” God will provide what we need—he is still the One who gives money, and food and drink, and clothing, and shelter, and all good gifts.

And should I doubt the goodness and love of God for me, I can simply return to the scene of the cross. There the heavenly Father gave up his most precious gift, his Son Jesus, as the “bread from heaven” that gives eternal life. There Jesus poured out his own life as a “sacrifice of atonement,” spilling his blood and enduring the forsakenness of hell for our eternal needs. There God proved the lengths to which he would go for sinful people like you and me.

Through his Word and Sacraments, he provides us with all that we need—he gives us his forgiveness of sins for our greed and doubt and fears. By faith, he gives us the courage to look up from our check stubs and give honor to God as the only one who can give and provide for both the present and the future. In mercy, he gives us eternal life as a free gift, and promises that one day soon he will take us to be with him in a land made rich by his holy, visible and eternal presence.

If God can be trusted with this—our eternal welfare—he will certainly also provide for “as much as we need” on this earth. May God give us faith to trust in this truth!
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“I am the Lord”
156 times in the Old Testament, God declares that “I am the LORD.” In those times, he testifies that he is the one who is in charge, and that he is working out his will for mankind. One example of this is found in Exodus 7, the story of the plagues on Egypt:

Then the LORD said to Moses, "See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron will be your prophet. You are to say everything I command you, and your brother Aaron is to tell Pharaoh to let the Israelites go out of his country. But I will harden Pharaoh's heart, and though I multiply my miraculous signs and wonders in Egypt, he will not listen to you. Then I will lay my hand on Egypt and with mighty acts of judgment I will bring out my divisions, my people the Israelites. And the Egyptians will know that I am the LORD when I stretch out my hand against Egypt and bring the Israelites out of it." 

Before Moses had said a single word to Pharaoh—before God performed a single miracle in Egypt—God told Moses the future. God would speak to Pharaoh, and would “harden Pharaoh’s heart.” Even though God would “multiply” his “miraculous signs and wonders,” Pharaoh would “not listen” to Moses. Therefore God would carry out “mighty act of judgment” so that the Egyptians would “know that I am the LORD.” Despite the hardness of heart, finally they would admit that God is in charge as does what pleases him.

Such an effect is still worked by God in human lives today. By his mighty Word God carries out his will for mankind. Even though man seeks to shape and move his own future, unexpected events occur that prevent control. Humans run into troubles, and suffer and die. All of this is a glimpse of the Last Day of the world, when “every tongue” will confess that only God is in charge of the world.

For his name’s sake, God also proves his power in a different manner—through his mercy. He revealed this to the Israelites as he planned to “pass over” them in Exodus 12:

"On that same night I will pass through Egypt and strike down every firstborn—both men and animals—and I will bring judgment on all the gods of Egypt. I am the LORD. The blood will be a sign for you on the houses where you are; and when I see the blood, I will pass over you. No destructive plague will touch you when I strike Egypt. 

Because mankind could not make itself worship or honor God, God chose in his mercy to reveal himself in his full glory through the person of Jesus Christ. He chose to send his Son to mankind as the Savior, the One who would live without flaw. He chose to have this Son fearlessly and tirelessly proclaim the fact that he was the Lord of heaven and earth. And he chose to have that Son show his unlimited mercy in his death on the cross, taking upon himself the hardness and stubbornness of the world as his punishment for our sins. When Christ suffered, the world knew that this was indeed the “Son of God” bearing the penalty of sin for all mankind. Because Christ took upon himself “the destructive plague” of hell, God chose to “pass over” our sins and not credit them against us.

Knowing Jesus Christ as “the Lord” opens up the free gift of God’s grace to a world dying of ignorance and sin. Denying him leaves us still in our sins, not because his work was incomplete, but because it denies both sin and the desperate need for a Savior. By grace, each day, the Holy Spirit comes to us in his Word and works faith and knowledge of God through his Word. In love, each day, he encourages us “to taste and see that the Lord is good.” In mercy, he continues to “hold out his hands” in mercy and love, longing to be kind and forgiving to sinners like you and me.
One day, very soon, Christ will return to judge the nations. On that day all people, his enemies and his children, will declare that God speaks the truth when he says “I am the Lord.” May we be prepared and willing before that day to proclaim that same truth, in Jesus Christ!
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“robes of fine linen”
What a day for Joseph! Genesis 41 recounts the events that transpired on the day that God correctly interpreted Pharaoh’s dream through Joseph:

Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, "Since God has made all this known to you, there is no one so discerning and wise as you. You shall be in charge of my palace, and all my people are to submit to your orders. Only with respect to the throne will I be greater than you." 

So Pharaoh said to Joseph, "I hereby put you in charge of the whole land of Egypt." Then Pharaoh took his signet ring from his finger and put it on Joseph's finger. He dressed him in robes of fine linen and put a gold chain around his neck. He had him ride in a chariot as his second-in-command, and men shouted before him, "Make way!" Thus he put him in charge of the whole land of Egypt. 

Joseph experienced the benefit of God’s blessing—God’s willingness to tell Pharaoh about the upcoming times of plenty and famine. Because of God’s work, Joseph was elevated to a high position—second in all Egypt!—and was given Pharaoh’s signet ring and “robes of fine linen” to wear. All the people of Egypt were to submit to his orders. What a change for the young man who recently lived in prison, in slavery and chains!

For Joseph, such a day was a blessing indeed. But it was not the greatest blessing he was looking forward to. The greatest blessing for him was the gift of a Savior, the promised Messiah who would come to free mankind from slavery to sin. Joseph looked forward to a far greater freedom than that of physical bondage. He looked forward to Jesus, who would be his redeemer from sin and the “author and perfector of his faith.” He knew that God had power to keep his promise, and that when the time was right, God would become man and endure the agony of hell in the place of lost and condemned sinners.

A similar dramatic change occurred on our baptismal date, by the grace of God. Although we are by nature “slaves to sin,” and prisoners of our own evil desires, on that day God washed us in the blood of Jesus Christ, and set us free from sin. Although the work was none of ours—it was the work of the Christ, who lived without blame and died for a world corrupted and tainted by sin—we received the credit for Christ’s righteousness and powerful act of salvation. On that day our old clothing of decay and destruction was removed by the Word of God, and we were given new robes, “dipped in the blood of the Lamb,” to wear now and eternally.

On that day we were elevated to heaven, given a place in God’s kingdom, and made into a nation belonging to God. I Peter 2 describes the further effects of this day:

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 

Our day of baptism was not simply a one-time event—it was a day of lasting importance for people “belonging to God.” It was the day we “received mercy.” It was the day we were “chosen.” It was the day that we first were given faith to “declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” As heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, our lives now are lives of gratitude to God for his incredible act of redemption on the cross, and for the Spirit’s work of making us the children of God. All in one day.
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“I will surely bless you”

Quick Bible quiz—who died first, Noah’s son Shem or Abraham?

(interlude for music)

According to the strict chronology given in Genesis, if you guessed Abraham, you guessed correctly. If you add up the dates, Abraham appears to have died 35 years before Shem, who as a youth was on the ark! Yet despite this detail, Abraham still lives today, as clearly described in Genesis 22:

The angel of the LORD called to Abraham from heaven a second time and said, "I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore. Your descendants will take possession of the cities of their enemies, and through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed, because you have obeyed me." 

After Abraham was tested, he was told to sacrifice his son, his only son, whom he loved; and the angel of the Lord called to Abraham and blessed him. He told him that he would “make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore.” He further told him that “through your offspring (or seed, singular) all nations on earth” would be blessed.” Because God chose Abraham, Abraham believed, and “it was credited to him as righteousness.”

Romans 4 extends this faith to all who live in the faith of Abraham today:

Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all. As it is written: "I have made you a father of many nations." He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were. 
Paul is not shy about claiming two incredible facts—first, that Abraham _is_ the “father of us all,” and that he is ours who “are of the faith of Abraham.” Living faith looks to the same object as Abraham did—to the promise of an “only Son” of God who would come from the “seed” of Adam, be born a man, live perfectly, and die as a “sacrifice of atonement.” That living faith comes “by grace” and is “guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring.” This living faith relies on and trusts in “the God who gives life to the dead” and “call things that are not as though they were.” Through this faith Abraham lives, even though he died. Through this same faith we live eternally with Abraham even as “we face death all day long.”
Because Christ has called us “his children,” even when by nature we were not; because Christ has given us spiritual life when we were “dead in our trespasses and sins;” because this grace was placed on us through the means of grace, we have confidence to call ourselves true children of a true God. We need not fear life or death, for “to live is Christ and to die is gain.” As spiritual children of God, we will one day die and live in the same day, and join Abraham and all saints in the life that is truly life.
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“On that very day…”

I still remember the birth of my son, when the doctor came in and asked us if we wanted to have him circumcised.  As the doctor described the process and benefits, I distinctly recall cringing inside, and thinking to myself, “Perhaps we could wait a while to do this to him.”

Life is full of unpleasant and difficult things for us to do—some are medical, some are household-related, and some are personal.  In every case, there is the temptation to wait a bit, to think about it some more, and to delay the action.  This can be a good thing, unless it is a matter of life and death.  Then we dare not delay, but need to act immediately. Just such an example appears in Genesis 17:
    Then God said to Abraham, "As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come. This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised. You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you.

This must have seemed unpleasant to Abraham, this new covenant with God.  Surely it was likely to interrupt his schedule.  It might have been very tempting to procrastinate, rationalize, or delay.  But wisdom recognized the relationship with God as being a matter of life and death.  The wisdom of faith showed itself in the actions of Abraham, found later in Genesis 17:

   On that very day Abraham took his son Ishmael and all those born in his household or bought with his money, every male in his household, and circumcised them, as God told him. Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised, and his son Ishmael was thirteen; Abraham and his son Ishmael were both circumcised on that same day. And every male in Abraham's household, including those born in his household or bought from a foreigner, was circumcised with him.

Like Abraham, we hear the commands and requirements of our God, whenever we go to church, read our Bibles, or study the Catechism.  At times, the Law can strike us with such force that we see the matter of our sins very clearly.  It becomes a matter of life and death to us then.

At times such as these, a favorite tool of the devil is to get us to procrastinate or delay.  We might decide that tomorrow is a good day to start reading our Bibles, or that next week we will hear the Word of God in church.

To such delay, the Hebrews 10 speaks forcefully:

    It still remains that some will enter that rest, and those who formerly had the gospel preached to them did not go in, because of their disobedience. Therefore God again set a certain day, calling it Today, when a long time later he spoke through David, as was said before: 
   "Today, if you hear his voice, 
      do not harden your hearts. "For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken later about another day. There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters God's rest also rests from his own work, just as God did from his. Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by following their example of disobedience. 

Today God would call us to see our sins and turn away from them.  Today God would instruct us to “circumcise our hearts.”  Today God would tell us to look to him for forgiveness of sins. God longs to share this peace with us through his Word.  He tells us in Hebrews 4 that he will share the message of peace not with a knife, but with the Sword of the Spirit:

    For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. Nothing in all creation is hidden from God's sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.
God only cuts to heal.  He only reveals to hide.  He only judges to condemn his Son in our place.  For every sin, God cut Jesus, on the cross.  For every secret trespass, God reveals our sins to hide them in Christ.  His revealing Word serves to make “him who had no sin be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God.” All of this is ours “Today.”  God grant us the zeal to see the importance of his word, the humility to confess our sins, and the faith to look to him for pardon and peace.  Today!
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“Come, Lord Jesus”

A common table prayer begins with the words, “Come, Lord Jesus….” These words are also found in the very last chapter of the Bible, Revelation 22:

The Spirit and the bride say, "Come!" And let him who hears say, "Come!" Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life. 

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book. 

He who testifies to these things says, "Yes, I am coming soon." 
      Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. 

Much like a supper table, the invitation to “come” begins first with the blessings of God—blessings of spiritual food and drink found in Jesus Christ. Amidst a world of spiritual drought, to a people who “lie in the dust of death,” Jesus comes with the “water of life,” a fountain that flows from him to all mankind. This water is free of charge, and open to “whoever wishes.” It comes to all who are thirsty, and gives them living water, and life.

The food Jesus gives is himself—spiritual food to nourish the soul, and encourage the spirit. Because we are by nature starving to eternal death, he came to be our Savior—to fill our need with his perfect life and spotless, obedient death. He gives the food of himself to all who “hunger” for righteousness, through his means of grace.

When such food is given, it moves us to prayers and praises of thanksgiving—to turn to the one who provides such blessings free of charge. It turns us back to his words, and encourages us to cling closely to them, being willing to neither add nor take away from “the book of prophecy.” And his life-giving spiritual food and drink make us long for the time to come, when we will join him in the “holy city” and spend eternity basking in his endless love. Such a future right now seems almost too much to even describe, yet it is ours for certain in Christ Jesus.

Therefore, confident beyond hope in the eternity God has prepared, we say, “Come, Lord Jesus.” “Come, Lord Jesus,” and show us our sins, which wage war against us and seek to separate us from our love. “Come, Lord Jesus,” and remind us daily of your forgiveness, which overpowers the devil, silences his accusations, and frees us from guilt and pain and hell. “Come, Lord Jesus” in your power soon, and take us from this sin-plagued life to your comforting presence in eternity. Indeed, the Spirit and the bride say, “Come!”
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“Blessed are the dead…”

Are you looking forward to a long weekend?  Perhaps it is a chance to just kick back and enjoy some free time.  No work, and perhaps family time as well.

Got a vacation coming up?  Or did you just finish one?  Either way, most people value their time off of work immensely.

The same is true for the children of God, but their labor is of a slightly different nature.  While they may work in the business world, they also “work” for the LORD in all that they do.  Some of that work is mentioned in the book of Revelation 14:

   Then I saw another angel flying in midair, and he had the eternal gospel to proclaim to those who live on the earth—to every nation, tribe, language and people. He said in a loud voice, "Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come. Worship him who made the heavens, the earth, the sea and the springs of water." 

    A second angel followed and said, "Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great, which made all the nations drink the maddening wine of her adulteries." 

    A third angel followed them and said in a loud voice: "If anyone worships the beast and his image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand, he, too, will drink of the wine of God's fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and his image, or for anyone who receives the mark of his name." This calls for patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's commandments and remain faithful to Jesus. 

In the terrible last days of the earth, there will be many people competing for worship.  The “work” of a Christian in these days is to “fear God,” “worship Him,” have “patient endurance,” and “remain faithful to Jesus.”

If this sounds like a tiring job, it most certainly is.  Because we have a sinful and corrupt nature, we cannot by ourselves accomplish this.  The entire world’s focus is on self, and we are in the world.  Added to all this is the work of the devil, who is like a “roaring lion seeking to devour” us.

Jesus came into this world to accomplish the task we could not, and to win the victory we did not.  He “made himself a servant,” tirelessly walking the path that led to Calvary.  When he said, “It is finished!” he declared that his work was done.

We have rest in Jesus Christ.  That rest comes to us when our time of grace on this earth is over.  This is why Revelation 14 continues:

    Then I heard a voice from heaven say, "Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." 
      "Yes," says the Spirit, "they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them." 

God grant us strength for our present “work,” and rest when our end comes, through Jesus Christ!
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“who runs ahead”
Our family has taken to walking home from school and church, and walking with kids is always an experience. Almost invariably, they are faster than Mom and Dad; and so we have had to put down some guidelines on where and when they can go. To simply let them run ahead without limits might well get them into trouble.

The same can be said for the Christian faith, as 2 John clearly testifies:

It has given me great joy to find some of your children walking in the truth, just as the Father commanded us. And now, dear lady, I am not writing you a new command but one we have had from the beginning. I ask that we love one another. And this is love: that we walk in obedience to his commands. As you have heard from the beginning, his command is that you walk in love. 

Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world. Any such person is the deceiver and the antichrist. Watch out that you do not lose what you have worked for, but that you may be rewarded fully. Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son. 

John, in writing to his dear friend, uses the analogy of walking to describe faith. He encourages the lady and “some of” her children to “walk in obedience to (Jesus’) commands. He reminds them to “walk in love,” as she “continues in the teaching.” Staying with the commands of Jesus is the safest course.

But John also describes some who are “deceivers,” who “do not acknowledge Jesus Christ.” Instead of continuing in Him, they “run ahead,” but in doing so they “lose” what they once had—such a person “does not have God.”

What a stunning indictment! Yet we must admit that the temptation to “run ahead” of God is natural to man and common among us. The disciples did it, as they sought to have Jesus establish an earthly kingdom; the Pharisees did it, as they ignored Jesus’ words but looked for his prestige; the church does it, when it considers the Son of God as a means to an end; and we do whenever we consider the words of Christ or his teaching “too simple” or “too basic.” Paul writes in I Corinthians 4 the reminder, “Do not go beyond what is written.” Our sinful nature, like a unruly and rambunctious child, is constantly “running ahead” into trouble.
Praise be to God that he does not simply leave us where our foolishness has led us! Rather, he chose in mercy to send his Son Jesus into the world “to seek and save the lost.” He toiled tirelessly to reach out to all types of sinners, calling them to repentance and knowledge of their sins, and faith in him. He modeled a perfect obedience to his Father’s will. And he died on the cross to take on himself our own imperfection and arrogance, and to pay the price of blood for it once and forever. At Calvary, his death recalled lost and straying sinners to a scene of terrible beauty—to a place where we can flee when sin and life overwhelm us. At the empty grave, he proclaimed his victory complete for sinners of all times and places.

It was the work of the Holy Spirit to come to us and place this truth in our hearts, through water and the Word. The faith given us in baptism made his children forever, heirs of an eternal home that “will never perish or fade.” Since that day, he has worked tirelessly to keep us pointed towards our goal, the salvation of our souls. On the last day, he will give us an eternal home with him, and we will be free to run and play, and yet always be with him.

But until that day, we walk in faith, for the old sinful flesh still clings to us, and old habits die hard. We walk in Christ’s love, which reminds us of our purpose now and forever. And we walk in obedience, in grateful response to a Savior who died in our place.
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“the goal of your faith”

Are you goal-oriented? If so, take heart! Even your faith has a goal, discussed in great length in I Peter 1:

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 

Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow. It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. 

The faith God gave us is described as “a living hope” and an “inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade.” This faith is valued “of greater worth than gold,” and leads mankind to “the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.”
How does one receive such a faith? Through the service of “the prophets,” who spoke by the “Spirit of Christ” about the “sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow.” It was they would spoke about this Gospel message and led you “to believe in him” and to be filled with “an inexpressible and glorious joy.” This faith is God’s gift to you, not your gift to God. This faith is a result of the preaching of the Gospel message prepared before eternity, and shown to the world in the person of Jesus Christ.

For Jesus came into this world with a single goal—to suffer and die on the cross for the sins of mankind. He rose again to prove that this goal was accomplished, and he sent his Spirit, which “envies intensely,” into our hearts when we heard the message of truth and believed it. His goal was accomplished through his means of grace.

God still uses his Gospel in Word and Sacraments to accomplish all that he wants and desires for us. With it he still points out sin, and rebukes error. With it, he calls to his children and gathers them in himself. With it, he keeps his children safe from the devil and the world, and feeds them with the life-giving forgiveness of sins. Finally, his goal for us will be achieved when he takes us to be with him forever, and when we join him and all the spirits in heaven in an eternal refrain of joy and love and happiness. 

If that is God’s goal for us, how can it not also be our goal? How can the Spirit that was planted within us disagree with the Spirit that gives us life? How can we turn from the eternal paradise that is ours by faith, and pursue other gods that are “no gods at all?” God forbid it! Rather, may we cling all the more closely to that Word, and strive mightily with the power God gives us to run the good race of faith, to receive the prize for which Jesus Christ called us heavenward through his Word!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 3-12-07 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.

“he saved us”
A recurring theme in literature and movies is the story of redemption—the story of a person being saved from trouble, despair or death. But no human story can compare to the total redemption planned and carried out in Jesus Christ, and told in Titus 3:

“At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived, and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out upon us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life.”
Although there are many types of trouble in the world, none is as bad as what “we were.” Paul describes sinful mankind as “foolish, disobedient, deceived, and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.” He states that we “lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.” These are concrete examples of his words in Romans that “nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature.” Believe it or not; like it or not—mankind is lost by nature, doomed to a certain eternity in hell.

But the redemption of God is described in glowing terms, as “the kindness and love of God our Savior.” This kindness was centered in a person, Jesus, who lived a perfect life of obedience to his Father’s will. Though he was sent to evil people, he himself avoided all sin. Though he was God, he took upon himself the sins of mankind to endure hell for all. Christ saved us—he bought us back, “not because of righteous things we had done,” for we did none, but “because of his mercy.”

Such a redemption comes to us through the means grace, including baptism—“the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.” Such a washing is not only with water, but also with the blood of Christ, a powerful solvent that dissolves all sin and washes it away. When the words of God are applied to us we are “justified by his grace.” At that point we “become heirs having the hope of eternal life.” At this point, the redemption transaction has carried out its task of declaring us free of guilt and destined for heaven.

Perhaps you have a favorite movie or book that shows human redemption. That’s great! But far greater is the blessing that comes from regularly revisiting our baptismal event and considering the tremendous redemption worked on that day by the Holy Spirit, in the blood of Christ. In this life we yearn for our date with eternity; one day soon we will rejoice forever with the Lamb in his courts, and join him in joyous celebration of his eternal redemption from sin.
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“do not think about…”

As a little boy, I used to lie awake at night and ponder death. I wondered what it would be like to not be able to think any more. I decided that in one sense it would be a relief—I would get some sleep!—but in another sense it would be scary. And so I scared myself with thinking about not thinking. But I had it wrong—the best thinking is after death, as Romans 13 clearly testifies:

And do this, understanding the present time. The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.

Paul’s encouragement to the Roman Christians is to “understand the present time.” He explains this as a time to “wake up from your slumber.” He reminds them that “the night is nearly over” and that “the day is almost here.” He also encourages them to “put on the armor of light;” to “clothe” themselves with the Lord Jesus Christ and “not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” But how does one do all that?

Not by human effort or desire, for the Bible tells us that by nature we “were dead in our trespasses and sins.” Sinful man has no ability to “behave decently,” for it is “hostile to” and “cannot please” God. Therefore to simply will oneself to not think about sin is no answer at all, but is rather a recipe for temporal frustration and eternal damnation.

Instead, the work has to be done by the Lord Jesus Christ, who came to this world to wake up a world of sinners to the dangers of hell. He did this by testifying fearlessly and tirelessly to the truth; by rebuking friends and foes alike; by healing disease and raising the dead; by choosing eternal death on the cross over victorious life; by being the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Christ came to bring salvation to the world by earning for mankind the white robes of perfection through his suffering, death, and resurrection.
These white robes were placed on you in baptism, and they are powerful to save. They are powerful enough to change your status before God, to declare you as one who is a “child of God.” These robes even change your thinking, giving you a new man to contend with and fight against the “desires of the sinful nature.” That new man wants to please God in gratitude for all that he has done. That new man can take the encouragement to “wake up” and “to not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.” In Christ, even our thinking changes.
And one day, very soon, the night will be over—the day will be here. We will look up and see that our salvation is here; we will know that our Savior has come to free us from sin and to purify our thoughts and our lives forever. On that day, we will truly be able to think as God designed us—purely, lovingly, and clearly. Until that day, God grant us strength to think, and not think, our thanks to Him!
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“in view of God’s mercy”

What kind of view do you have out your window?  A lovely seashore?  Majestic mountains?  Tranquil forests?

Or is your view a bit more mundane—the back of the neighbor’s garage, an empty parking lot, or a weed-filled field?

The Bible consistently points us to a scene of both incredible ugliness and awesome beauty—the view of the cross at Calvary.  The ugliness of the sacrifice, the brutality of a criminal’s death on the cross—these views make us cringe.  But when we understand that Jesus was on the cross suffering for the sins of the world, we also see the beauty of God’s love, and the completeness of his sacrifice.  We understand that Jesus was on the cross in our place, for our sins, to win for us eternal life.

The entire book of Romans reminds us to view that scene often—every day, if we can—so that we can remember the love of God.  Romans 12 encourages us to let that view affect our view of life:

   Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God–this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is–his good, pleasing and perfect will.

As believers, the view of the cross changes who we are and what we value.  It allows us to put God and his concerns first, and to worship (“declare worthy”) Him not only in church but also at home and at work.  It creates in us an awareness of his will, and a desire to learn more about Him.

This view of God, revealed in the death of Jesus Christ, gives us strength to believe and follow our Savior in life, through death, and to eternity.  That’s quite a view!
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“proof”

Central to any business deal is the issue of proof—the evidence that what a person says is true. Generally speaking, the stronger the proof, the stronger the certainty of reliability. Whole industries have grown up around this human desire for proof. Therefore it should not surprise us that God, who made mankind, also offers proof to us that what he says it true, as detailed in Paul’s sermon to the men of Athens in Acts 17:

"The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. From one man he made every nation of men, which they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 'For in him we live and move and have our being.' As some of your own poets have said, 'We are his offspring.' 

"Therefore since we are God's offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man's design and skill. In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead." 

In Acts 17 God clearly portrays himself as the creator and keeper of all things—he calls himself the one who “made every nation of men” and “gives all men life and breath and everything else.” God is the invisible and almighty spirit who has “determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live.” He has done this “so that men would seek him” and escape from their “ignorance.” As proof that he exists and is in charge, he points to the resurrection of Christ from the dead.

Such evidence might seem flimsy at first, but consider what the resurrection of Jesus means. It means that the punishment for sin laid on Jesus Christ was declared sufficient. It means that God has power to raise the dead, and that Jesus will never die. It means that he is alive today, and has been “appointed” to “judge the world with justice.” It means that all mankind will have to face “a day when he will judge the world.” The proof of the resurrection of Christ applies the acts of God to each person’s life and being.

Such proof might cause us fear, if we ask God to judge us as we are. For we are flawed and wretched beings who cannot keep God’s perfect commands of love and kindness. We do not say, think, and act the way that God wants us to. For this reason it is often easier to hide in ignorance than to face the awful prospect that God may be telling the truth. But the final judgment will tear away all pretense—the resurrection of all people will take place one day soon, providing the final proof that God both lives and reigns.
But the grace of God is in his offering of proof now, in the person of Jesus Christ. He does not leave us in our ignorance, but rather “commands people everywhere to repent.” He wants us to see the proof of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and to know that when Jesus died, he died for us. He wants us to believe that this resurrection means that our sins have been completely taken away “as far as the east is from the west.” He encourages us to trust that in Christ’s resurrection we see the power of God that has power to save us from eternal despair, and the flames and agony of hell.

The power of God is in this message of the forgiveness of sins through Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit brings this message to us in his Word and Sacraments, where he comes near us to bless us. The Gospel message creates faith, and that faith makes us “sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” And faith does not disappoint, but renews us daily for this life and forever.

Need proof of God’s existence? Look to the cross of Christ. There you will see the power and love of God, poured out for mankind. Need proof that your sins are really forgiven? Look to the empty tomb. There you find reassurance that Christ has truly conquered sin and death, for you and for me.
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“wait”

Some have said that America is a land of instant gratification—that nowadays people just can’t seem to wait for anything. Yet this is not a new phenomenon—we see the sin of impatience, and God’s answer, in Acts 1:

On one occasion, while he (Jesus) was eating with them, he gave them this command: "Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit." 

So when they met together, they asked him, "Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?" 

He said to them: "It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." 

The disciples had seen amazing things in the past month—they had seen the life of Jesus, and his resurrection. Now he was preparing to ascend into heaven, and he gave them the hardest command of all: wait. Wait for “the gift my Father promised,” when the disciples would be “baptized with the Holy Spirit.” At that time they would “receive power” from the Holy Spirit; at that time they would be “witnesses in Jerusalem” and “to the ends of the earth.”

This explicit command was addressed at the impatience of the disciples—they wanted Jesus to rule in power “at this time.” But Jesus pointed out that it was not for the disciples “to know the times or dates” that God had prepared “by his own authority.” All they were to do is wait for God to do what God was going to do.

Like the disciples, we also have a sinful tendency to want to rush God. We also have a human weakness that wants to set time-tables and agendas, and forget that there is still a God in heaven who knows all, sees all, and works all things out for the good of those who love him. Our sinful nature wants to change “Thy will be done” to “My will be done.”
Against such thoughts, God proposed a radical solution—one that “no eye has seen” and “no ear has heard.” His solution was to send his Son Jesus to be a sacrifice for sin—to be the Savior from guilt, who would die on the cross for mankind. After thousands of years, God decided that “the time had fully come,” and Jesus was born in a manger. He spent the first thirty years of his life learning God’s Word, and then, when the time was right, he began his preaching and teaching ministry. He healed the sick and taught the people for three years. And then, “so that all things would be fulfilled,” he went to the cross and suffered eternity in hell for the impatience, arrogance, and self-idolatry of every human being. There he carried out his Father’s plan; there he won salvation for all mankind of all time.
This salvation comes to us in the Word and Sacrament—it comes to us as the Holy Spirit wills it, on his schedule. God will not be rushed in his work, but rather he knows and he does what he has planned “before creation.” Just as he was perfect in his fulfillment of the prophecies concerning the Savior, so he is perfect in his plans for us today. He wills and acts “according to his Word,” and his Word is powerful to work in hearts to bring them to Jesus and to find there forgiveness of sins. As people who still struggle with sin, it is good for us to continually hear that Word and pray, “Not my will, but your will, be done, O Lord!” For the same God who kept his promise to send a Savior will keep every other promise, to our good and for his glory. We need only wait for God to do what God will do!
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“in paradise”

Without knowing any better, we might think a person in Jesus’ situation was being a bit too optimistic, given the circumstances. For a condemned prisoner hanging on a cross, his words in Luke 23 seem very odd indeed:

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: "Aren't you the Christ? Save yourself and us!" 

But the other criminal rebuked him. "Don't you fear God," he said, "since you are under the same sentence? We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong." 

Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom." 

Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise."

From a human perspective, for one dying person to give such comfort to another is indeed foolishness, for a gruesome death by slow suffocation is not paradise at all. The very fact that they were being executed spoke of serious crimes against God and man. Yet Jesus told the thief the comforting words that “today you will be with me in paradise.”

Jesus knew that his time of suffering on the cross was approaching, and that his time of glory was at hand. In a few hours, darkness would cover the land, and Jesus would take on himself the sins of the world, including the sins of the man hanging next to him. Knowing that he had come to pay for all sins completely, he was able to offer comfort to the thief even while they both suffered and died in agony. The promise of God held such ironclad assurance that even amidst the woes of this world it was “the truth.”

Like the thief, we too live in a world that considers such absolute promises of God to be foolish at best. Like the thief, we at times suffer from being in this corrupt existence, and from the corruption eating away within us. Like the thief, our sufferings may lead us to a dead end, where all seems lost and alone.

Yet, even in such terrible times, Jesus holds forth the sure promise of his death, and tells us that because he died, sin has been paid for. He proclaims his Word to the nations, telling them that his death has taken away the sting of death, and his suffering has removed the reproach of hell. He reassures us that no matter how grim this life may become, he has a paradise awaiting those who believe in him by faith in the Son of God.

Such a sure promise requires nothing from us—no effort, no acts of piety, no struggle against sin. Rather, it comes to us as a free gift, and it changes our perspective on life and death. It creates faith, which turns to God and make us “sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” It allows us to look beyond this world’s vain struggles to the guarantee of a better life beyond. Through faith, we do know better. Through faith, like the thief, we can be certain that one day, very soon, we will indeed be with Jesus “in paradise.” 
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“Cut it down!”

Jesus told the crowds a parable about a fig tree in a vineyard, in Luke 13:

Then he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he went to look for fruit on it, but did not find any. So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, 'For three years now I've been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven't found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?' 

" 'Sir,' the man replied, 'leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.' "

Jesus often used gardening and farming objects for his parables, and his illustration of a farmer’s expectation is just such a story. Jesus told this parable to those who had been blessed with the Old Testament Scriptures, with prophets and priests and the Temple of God. Jesus told this parable to those who had heard John the Baptist warn them, and had seen the miracles of Jesus in their streets. These Jews were looking for a Messiah, but when he came they did not listen to him or believe in him. Even though the Father had “planted a fig tree” in the vineyard of Canaan, and had tended it carefully, it produced no fruit. Therefore the owner gave the command to “cut it down!”

We, too, as Americans, have been blessed to live in a wonderful land—a land with great richness and wealth. We have freedom to worship, and have been given money to build churches and hear the Word of God—all blessings from a wonderful Lord. Yet we too must admit that we have not produced “fruit” in keeping with these wonderful blessings. We have not been the kind of people God demands; we have not kept his commandments as we should. Even our best acts are “as filthy rags,” and of us God should justifiably say, “Cut it down!”

It is in Christ, however, that we see the stern command of the owner fully carried out. Christ took upon himself the curse of sin be “becoming sin for us,” and he went to the cross to die in our place. For three hours he was tormented with the punishment of hell in our place, for our failure to produce “fruits” that satisfy the Owner. For three hours he was tortured eternally for our inability to do good and be good. And then he died, having completed his act of redemption, and rose again to show his completed act of salvation.

When he ascended into heaven, he sent the Holy Spirit to baptize his children—to bring them faith and assurance that all was now well between God and man. This Spirit was given to us when our sins were washed away in the waters of baptism, and we were given a new life in Christ. Through this Spirit, we have a new man who is able to fight against sin and seek to keep God’s command. Through the “fertilizing” work of the Spirit, we produce fruits of faith that please God and man.

Such fruits are mentioned in Ephesians 5: “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” This fruit comes from an attachment to the vine, Jesus Christ. These fruits are “of the Spirit,” not of man. Yet the mercy and grace of God are such that he gives them to us by his Son’s merit, and through the work of that same Spirit. He gives us the fruits that please him, and blesses us with the produce of lives that cling to him.

Those who are attached to the Savior need not fear the cutting and burning of an eternity in hell—they know that Jesus has already born that punishment in his body on the cross. Rather, they understand and appreciate that all life is a chance to bear fruit—“fruit of the Spirit”—as a willing act of thankfulness and praise to the God who has planted them in his eternal home in heaven, and who eagerly await the final harvest.
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