“Oh, God, please heal her!”
Among the many difficulties Moses had to face, one sticks out as unusual—the test he received from his own relatives—Aaron, the high priest; and his sister, Miriam. This event is recorded for us in Numbers 12:

Miriam and Aaron began to talk against Moses because of his Cushite wife, for he had married a Cushite. "Has the LORD spoken only through Moses?" they asked. "Hasn't he also spoken through us?" And the LORD heard this. 

(Now Moses was a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth.) 

At once the LORD said to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, "Come out to the Tent of Meeting, all three of you." So the three of them came out. Then the LORD came down in a pillar of cloud; he stood at the entrance to the Tent and summoned Aaron and Miriam. When both of them stepped forward, he said, "Listen to my words: 
       "When a prophet of the LORD is among you, 
       I reveal myself to him in visions, 
       I speak to him in dreams. 

But this is not true of my servant Moses; 
       he is faithful in all my house. 

With him I speak face to face, 
       clearly and not in riddles; 
       he sees the form of the LORD. 
       Why then were you not afraid 
       to speak against my servant Moses?" 

The anger of the LORD burned against them, and he left them. 

When the cloud lifted from above the Tent, there stood Miriam—leprous, like snow. Aaron turned toward her and saw that she had leprosy; and he said to Moses, "Please, my lord, do not hold against us the sin we have so foolishly committed. Do not let her be like a stillborn infant coming from its mother's womb with its flesh half eaten away." 

So Moses cried out to the LORD, "O God, please heal her!" 

The sin that Aaron and Miriam fell into is a common one—that of confusing the holiness and office God gives, with the people who receive that holiness and office. Aaron and Miriam knew that God had given them gifts and positions of authority, but they forgot their sinful natures and their ongoing need for humility. That led them to try and take on themselves that which was only God’s to give, and to become spiritually proud.
You do not need to be an Old Testament priest in order to fall into this sin. Church workers (including staff ministers () fall into it when they assume that their office means that they no longer need to study and learn God’s Word. Confirmands fall into it when they think that they have “learned it all” after completing basic instruction. Christians of all types fall into it when they assume that because God has declared them “holy,” that they are in themselves holy, and that their sinful nature is in remission and does not need to be addressed on a daily basis. To fall deeply enough is to begin to look down on others, and to join Aaron and Miriam in saying, “Hasn’t (the LORD) also spoken through us?”
The answer for Aaron and Miriam was to have God confront them face-to-face with their sins, and to face consequences for that sin. The consequence for Miriam was leprosy; and Aaron understood that this disease meant death and separation from God’s people. When confronted with his sin, he repented, and turned to God for forgiveness. Moses, the offended party, added his voice to the plea for forgiveness, proving the Scriptural note concerning his humility.

We can also expect that God will confront our sins of spiritual pride, when we fall into them. He may create difficulty and hardship, perhaps allowing sin’s consequences to have their full effect. He may send disease or even death to prove that we are not 
quite yet in heaven and perfect. He may even let the full extent of his anger burn against us through the preaching of the Law, and crush us in our spiritual pride.

But he does this only to bring us to repentance—to move us to admit with Aaron that we have sinned, and encourage us to ask “to not hold the sin against us that we have so foolishly committed.” For we also have one who speaks in our defense—not the Law, Moses; but the Gospel-made-flesh, Jesus Christ. He came into this world “to seek and save” those who were lost, and to die a holy death on the cross, punished for all sins of spiritual pride. He humbled himself, and by doing so took on himself the eternal penalty for sin. The anger of God was poured out on him, and we are healed. By his resurrection and ascension he went to heaven to be our advocate, speaking in our defense, and pleading for our salvation. And like Moses, his prayers will not go unheard, for he is the One “who is faithful in all (God’s) house.”
The Law continues to serve the purpose of pointing out our sins, and our need for a Savior. The Gospel tells us that the Savior is here, among us, declaring us righteous in spite of our sins. Both are necessary, to keep us from sin, and to cover over our sin in the blood of Christ. Both served to rescue Aaron and Miriam from sin; both will help us when we sin. May the knowledge of our frailty, and the sure hope of the grace of God, move us to treasure them both today and every day!
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“firstfruits”

What’s first on your list of things to do? If you were an ancient Israelite, living in the time of Moses, the first priority at harvest times would have been to offer your “firstfruits,” as described in Leviticus 23:

The LORD said to Moses, "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'When you enter the land I am going to give you and you reap its harvest, bring to the priest a sheaf of the first grain you harvest. He is to wave the sheaf before the LORD so it will be accepted on your behalf; the priest is to wave it on the day after the Sabbath. On the day you wave the sheaf, you must sacrifice as a burnt offering to the LORD a lamb a year old without defect, together with its grain offering of two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with oil—an offering made to the LORD by fire, a pleasing aroma—and its drink offering of a quarter of a hin of wine. You must not eat any bread, or roasted or new grain, until the very day you bring this offering to your God. This is to be a lasting ordinance for the generations to come, wherever you live.
The ordinance indicated that a sheaf of the first (and usually best) grain was to be brought to the temple, and presented it as a “wave offering” to the priests. At the same time, a sacrifice of a lamb “a year old without defect” was to be given as a burnt offering. So stringent was this command, that before the firstfruits offering the Israelites were not allowed to eat any bread or grain. The first thing was to offer the firstfruits to God.
Today, some might think that they also have something to do for God before they go to church. Some think that they need to create within themselves an attitude of dedication to God, or perhaps clean up this or that sin in their lives. Others might assume that they should not come to God without bringing money. But this is not what the Bible teaches. Rather, 1 Corinthians 15 points out where the firstfruits offering for God comes from:

But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. But each in his own turn: Christ, the firstfruits; then, when he comes, those who belong to him.
When Jesus came to this world, his first task was to be the “Lamb of God” who takes away the sin of the world. By offering himself on the cross as a payment for sin, he satisfied his Father’s demands for holiness and dedication in mankind. He then rose to complete justification, and to impute to us the gift of his holy life. In doing so, he fulfilled every prerequisite of God, and has perfectly redeemed us from the “empty way of life handed down to us by our forefathers.” Nothing remains to be done, for our complete Savior is the “firstfruits” that satisfies God. Now we are free to feast on his body and blood, confident that the offering was accepted on our behalf.
Faith clings to the assurance given by Christ, and seeks to thank him in whatever way it can. The offerings we bring to church or give to others in need are really “second” fruits that gain their motivation from the “firstfruits” of Christ. In Christ, these two are acceptable offerings to God and are pleasing in his sight, because they have been sanctified by His blood. We can bring them not from compulsion, but freely, knowing that we have not bought God, but that Jesus bought us.

God grant that we always offer our gifts of thanksgiving with an eye towards the “firstfruits” of Easter!
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“the priest will make atonement”
In addition to the regular tithing that God’s people were to do in the Old Testament, there were also various sacrifices for specific circumstances. One such sacrifice was known as the “guilt offering,” and it is described in Leviticus 6:

The LORD said to Moses: "If anyone sins and is unfaithful to the LORD by deceiving his neighbor about something entrusted to him or left in his care or stolen, or if he cheats him, or if he finds lost property and lies about it, or if he swears falsely, or if he commits any such sin that people may do—when he thus sins and becomes guilty, he must return what he has stolen or taken by extortion, or what was entrusted to him, or the lost property he found, or whatever it was he swore falsely about. He must make restitution in full, add a fifth of the value to it and give it all to the owner on the day he presents his guilt offering. And as a penalty he must bring to the priest, that is, to the LORD, his guilt offering, a ram from the flock, one without defect and of the proper value. In this way the priest will make atonement for him before the LORD, and he will be forgiven for any of these things he did that made him guilty."

The guilt offering was designed to “make atonement” (pay for) the intentional sins of hurting his neighbor—sins which are also described as being “unfaithful to the LORD.” The guilt offering involved a confession of the sin, the “restitution in full” plus one-fifth the value, and a “ram from the flock, one without defect and of the proper value.” The ram was to be taken to the tabernacle and offered to God, and this would enable the priest to declare to the sinner the forgiveness of sins.
One can imagine that anyone who had an active sinful nature might easily fall into one of two courses—either going broke by continually offering up rams for sin, or else by beginning to turn away from the temple sacrifice and hiding their sins, so that they could avoid the penalty. Given human nature, the latter was far more likely, and history demonstrates that the children of Israel soon abandoned the true worship of God and turned to other, “less-demanding,” gods.

But there was always a third option for the sinner—to see in the “guilt sacrifice” a picture of the promised Savior, and to understand that his coming would cover over the guilt of sin once for all time. This Savior’s sacrifice would be such a “guilt offering” that it would dwarf any other attempt by man to “pay for” sin. Viewing and considering this Messiah would remind the people of the love of God, and that love would encourage them to turn to God in true repentance and grief, and to trust that God would bless them as they sought his will.

That Savior, Jesus Christ, has come, just as the promises of the Scriptures said. He lived a life without unfaithfulness to God, and then became the final sacrifice for sin on Good Friday. By his power, he rose again from the dead to put to rest the ongoing guilt for our lives, and to make full and final atonement for all that we have done wrong. In doing so he remains our High Priest forever, who has lain to rest the Old Testament requirements, and brought us freedom and peace.

Today, we may also carry with us the burden of sins, and at times we might feel that staying away or denying those sins is the best way to deal with them. But when we consider the “third way” of the cross—the invitation of our Savior, to come to him and find rest and atonement in his blood, and to trust that his payment was sufficient—then we are encouraged to seek him in his Word, to receive his body and blood in Holy Communion, and to reaffirm our baptismal promises through confession. We trust that we have been set free from sin, and that guilt no longer has any hold over us. And through that God-given faith, this becomes true for us.
God grant us a full measure of this same faith, in the risen and ruling Sacrifice for Sins!
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“More than enough”

One huge issue in any organization is how to fund the program. Where will the money come from? Will there be enough?

Very rarely does an organization have the problem of too much income. Even rarer is the organization that issues a decree telling people to stop bringing in gifts. Yet this was exactly the problem the children of Israel ran into when they built the tabernacle. The story is told in Exodus 36:

So Bezalel, Oholiab and every skilled person to whom the LORD has given skill and ability to know how to carry out all the work of constructing the sanctuary are to do the work just as the LORD has commanded." 

Then Moses summoned Bezalel and Oholiab and every skilled person to whom the LORD had given ability and who was willing to come and do the work. They received from Moses all the offerings the Israelites had brought to carry out the work of constructing the sanctuary. And the people continued to bring freewill offerings morning after morning. So all the skilled craftsmen who were doing all the work on the sanctuary left their work and said to Moses, "The people are bringing more than enough for doing the work the LORD commanded to be done." 

Then Moses gave an order and they sent this word throughout the camp: "No man or woman is to make anything else as an offering for the sanctuary." And so the people were restrained from bringing more, because what they already had was more than enough to do all the work.

Where did such generosity come from, that the people “were restrained from bringing in more?” The answer is found in Exodus 34, where Moses describes God after the incident of the golden calf:

So Moses chiseled out two stone tablets like the first ones and went up Mount Sinai early in the morning, as the LORD had commanded him; and he carried the two stone tablets in his hands. Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there with him and proclaimed his name, the LORD. And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, "The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation." 

Moses bowed to the ground at once and worshiped. "O Lord, if I have found favor in your eyes," he said, "then let the Lord go with us. Although this is a stiff-necked people, forgive our wickedness and our sin, and take us as your inheritance." 

The children of Israel knew their sin all too well, for they had seen Moses smash the first tablets, burn the golden calf to ashes, and order the Levites to restore order to the camp at the cost of the revelers’ blood. Chastised and humble, they likely stood beneath the mount and awaited the worst. Surely God would turn away from them! Surely they would die in the desert without the food and water that he provided, or would be killed or enslaved by their enemies!

Rather than giving them what they deserved, God forgave their “wickedness, rebellion, and sin.” He kept the children of Israel as his inheritance. And he reestablished his covenant with the people that very day.

This tremendous love of God moved the people to give gifts of thankfulness to God. They brought freewill offerings as a joyful response to what God had done for them. This was the root cause of their generosity—God’s generosity.
The same could well be said of us today. As children of the new covenant, we have done no better than the Israelites at avoiding idolatry and keeping God first in our lives. Yet in his love he chose to punish his only Son, Jesus, when he sent him to earth to die on the cross. He poured out his wrath on our wickedness when Jesus cried, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” The entire debt was paid for generously, by the love of God.

Such love forgives our sin, and covers over our rebellion. Such generosity of love moves us to love in return. Such a gift encourages us to bring gifts.

Those gifts may be to the church, to a friend or neighbor in need, or to a complete stranger. But, moved by the love of God, they all are gifts to God from a thankful people who are “God’s inheritance.” On such gifts God says, “whatever you do for the least of one of these, you do for me.” And if we should find ourselves hesitating or withholding our gifts to God, we need only think back to our sins and our Savior to find new motivation to bring gifts of thanksgiving to the LORD. 

God grant us such a willing and thankful spirit in our giving of gifts!
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“Belzalel and Oholiab”
“Huh? Who are Bezalel and Oholiab?”
The answer is found for us in Exodus 31:

Then the LORD said to Moses, "See, I have chosen Bezalel son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, and I have filled him with the Spirit of God, with skill, ability and knowledge in all kinds of crafts—to make artistic designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, to work in wood, and to engage in all kinds of craftsmanship. Moreover, I have appointed Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan, to help him. Also I have given skill to all the craftsmen to make everything I have commanded you: the Tent of Meeting, the ark of the Testimony with the atonement cover on it, and all the other furnishings of the tent—the table and its articles, the pure gold lampstand and all its accessories, the altar of incense, the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils, the basin with its stand- and also the woven garments, both the sacred garments for Aaron the priest and the garments for his sons when they serve as priests, and the anointing oil and fragrant incense for the Holy Place. They are to make them just as I commanded you."
Bezalel and Oholiab were two people whose lives were intertwined with the LORD’s command to build the tabernacle. They were former slaves (for all the nation of Israel were former slaves) who had been “filled” with “the Spirit of God,” and given “skill, ability and knowledge” to carry out the work that God wanted done. They were to carry out the tasks given to the people, using the skills God had given, in accordance with God’s plan.
Such planning was likely a surprise to the Israelites, and perhaps even to Bezalel and Oholiab. But it should not surprise us. We see God’s meticulous planning and care in many ways, but none so clearly as in his promise to send a Savior. He planned it before creation, and extended the promise to Adam and Eve shortly after the first sin. He then reminded his people of the promise, and kept the line of ancestry alive through numerous afflictions. He kept a record of his promise through his Old Testament. He changed history, and worked it out so that every one of the hundreds of prophecies would be fulfilled. And then, “when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under Law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.” (Galatians 4)

Just as Bezalel and Oholiab were prepared and filled with the Spirit for a task, so was Jesus prepared by his Father, and empowered by the Spirit, for the greatest task—that of living a spotless life, suffering hell in our place, and dying and rising again to prove his victory over death, hell and the devil. Few knew it at the time, but God’s plan was carried out to perfection through Jesus Christ, as God had planned from before time.
Should it then surprise us that God continues to “work all things out for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8)? The same God whose plans to send the Savior worked out perfectly works today, powerfully, in the Word and Sacrament. He thwarts and hinders the plans of the devil, turns our sins out for our good, gives skills and abilities through his Word, and turns the hearts of people back to their God. He brought each of us into this world, knowing our life story before we were even born, and now gives us a time of grace to learn about him, grow in trust in him, and to teach others about him. And he will provide the gifts, skills, and motivation to accomplish all that he desires, through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Bezalel and Oholiab, you and I. May God grant us grace through Jesus Christ to know and trust in God’s will for our lives!
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“Every firstborn son in Egypt will die…”

One common objection voiced to the Old Testament is the amount of blood. People wonder why God could kill off so many people, and yet claim to be a God of love. Whether it is “all living things” at the time of the flood, 185,000 Assyrian soldiers before Jerusalem, the entire population of the land of Canaan, or 3000 Israelites at the time of the golden calf, the amount of blood shed in the Old Testament is staggering.

One such example is found in the story of the last plague, found in Exodus 11:

Now the LORD had said to Moses, "I will bring one more plague on Pharaoh and on Egypt. After that, he will let you go from here, and when he does, he will drive you out completely. Tell the people that men and women alike are to ask their neighbors for articles of silver and gold." (The LORD made the Egyptians favorably disposed toward the people, and Moses himself was highly regarded in Egypt by Pharaoh's officials and by the people.) 

So Moses said, "This is what the LORD says: 'About midnight I will go throughout Egypt. Every firstborn son in Egypt will die, from the firstborn son of Pharaoh, who sits on the throne, to the firstborn son of the slave girl, who is at her hand mill, and all the firstborn of the cattle as well. There will be loud wailing throughout Egypt—worse than there has ever been or ever will be again. But among the Israelites not a dog will bark at any man or animal.' Then you will know that the LORD makes a distinction between Egypt and Israel. 

There is an initial urge to try and excuse God by pointing out reasons—that Pharaoh had hardened his heart, and so the Egyptians “had it coming.” Or one might say that only the “enemies of God” were affected—the Israelites were freed from this plague. But for every reason, one could find an argument—for who doesn’t “deserve” some suffering for their sins, and didn’t God create and sustain both Israelite and Egyptian alike? The arguments might well continue back and forth, endlessly, ad infinitum.
Only in the next chapter of Exodus can we find God’s final justification for all of that blood:

Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of this month each man is to take a lamb for his family, one for each household. If any household is too small for a whole lamb, they must share one with their nearest neighbor, having taken into account the number of people there are. You are to determine the amount of lamb needed in accordance with what each person will eat. The animals you choose must be year-old males without defect, and you may take them from the sheep or the goats. Take care of them until the fourteenth day of the month, when all the people of the community of Israel must slaughter them at twilight. Then they are to take some of the blood and put it on the sides and tops of the doorframes of the houses where they eat the lambs.
Even as he prepared the last and final plague in Egypt, the Father was also preparing a “plague” on himself—setting up a prophecy about the coming Savior from sin, who would be the Son of God. This “lamb of God” would be a young male without defect, who would be kept until twilight of the Passover, and killed. His blood would be put on the doorframes of the houses, to protect God’s people from the angel of death.
For sin demanded death—in the Garden of Eden God had told Adam and Eve that “on the day you eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you will surely die,” and later in Hebrews 9, “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” But the Father in his mercy chose to shed his own firstborn’s son for the sins of the world, to put him on a cross and to make him suffer an eternity of hell once for all, so that the deserved death of mankind might “pass over” those who sheltered in his house.
In order to accomplish this, he also went to war against the “spiritual enemies” who would deny the Christ and try to destroy the plan of salvation. Some he diverted and thwarted, and others through the hardness of their hearts he allowed to die in their sins. All he loved and sent his Word to turn to repentance. But none of them could change or alter the plan of God to kill his firstborn, for this was his purpose from the creation of the world. Jesus had to die, once for all, that all might live in Him.

This Passover lamb is the final demonstration of God’s love for the world. May we always seek to find shelter from sin and death behind the protective power of his blood!
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 “This time I have sinned…”

How much does it take for a person to see the error of his ways?  Probably the answer is: Quite a bit more than we might suspect. One example of the hardness of the heart, and God’s answer to this hardness, is found in the Pharaoh of Egypt during the time of the 10 plagues. The story begins in Exodus 9, with the plague of hail:

Then the LORD said to Moses, "Stretch out your hand toward the sky so that hail will fall all over Egypt—on men and animals and on everything growing in the fields of Egypt." When Moses stretched out his staff toward the sky, the LORD sent thunder and hail, and lightning flashed down to the ground. So the LORD rained hail on the land of Egypt; hail fell and lightning flashed back and forth. It was the worst storm in all the land of Egypt since it had become a nation. Throughout Egypt hail struck everything in the fields—both men and animals; it beat down everything growing in the fields and stripped every tree. The only place it did not hail was the land of Goshen, where the Israelites were. 

Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron. "This time I have sinned," he said to them. "The LORD is in the right, and I and my people are in the wrong. Pray to the LORD, for we have had enough thunder and hail. I will let you go; you don't have to stay any longer." 

Moses replied, "When I have gone out of the city, I will spread out my hands in prayer to the LORD. The thunder will stop and there will be no more hail, so you may know that the earth is the LORD's. But I know that you and your officials still do not fear the LORD God." 

Pharaoh here seemed to have been convinced by the collective weight of the plagues sent against him and Egypt that he was sinful, and that he should change his ways. He even admitted his sin, and asked for Moses to pray to the LORD for him. He was sorry to the extent of promising that he would change. But the next verses of Exodus 9 point out the short-lived nature of this promise:
Then Moses left Pharaoh and went out of the city. He spread out his hands toward the LORD; the thunder and hail stopped, and the rain no longer poured down on the land. When Pharaoh saw that the rain and hail and thunder had stopped, he sinned again: He and his officials hardened their hearts. So Pharaoh's heart was hard and he would not let the Israelites go, just as the LORD had said through Moses.

Finally it took three more plagues, and the destruction of his army in the Red Sea, for Pharaoh to let the children of Israel go. His sinful nature was remarkably resilient, and would not easily bend.

Just as Pharaoh used an admission of sin to avoid consequences he did not like (the hail), so we today may at times use an admission of guilt to avoid consequences we don’t like. We might well hope that admitting a sin will allow us to escape unharmed and unchanged, and to avoid any real earnest look at ourselves that would require heart-felt admission. We might even have the desire to change this or that behavior, sorry for the consequences that we have brought on ourselves.

Unfortunately, the perversity of our sinful nature and the force of habit most often makes such repentance short-lived and such promises just as hollow as those of Pharaoh. Moses may well have been speaking of the whole human race when he said, “I know that you…do not fear the LORD.”

So how much repentance is enough to secure the promises and forgiveness of God? And how do we get such earnestness in our repentance?

The answer is found at the cross, where the sinless Son of God placed his perfect life on display for the world to see. He forgave the Jews who had placed him on the cross, telling them “not to weep for Him, but to weep for themselves.” He forgave the Romans who crucified him, saying “they do not know what they do.” He forgave the thief on the cross who mocked him, telling him that “today you will be with me in paradise.” In each case their repentance was incomplete and conditional, and in each case he forgave completely and unconditionally.

This is because the forgiveness of sins is not dependent upon us, our efforts, or our repentance. Rather, it is dependent entirely upon the loving and merciful sacrifice provided by the sinless Son of God. When he died, he paid in his blood even for the half-hearted sorrow over sin shown by Pharaoh, the Jews, the Romans, the thief on the cross, you and me. His death covered over all our sins, and his resurrection assured us that the payment was completed.
The perfect forgiveness of God comes to us in spite of us, and covers us with his love. That love moves us to seek to know our sins, to sorrow over them, to turn from them, and to trust in his atoning work as sufficient payment for all sin. His love creates true repentance, and sustains it through his Word and Sacraments. The more we hear and read about his love for us, the more that love enters our lives and gives us true sorrow over sins. In this way, true repentance comes from God.

May God grant us a true understanding of our sins, through his Law!

May God grant us a true understanding of our Savior, through his Gospel!
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“the God of your father…”
When God appeared to Moses at the burning bush, he named himself. Four different times, he calls himself “the God of your father (or fathers).” Exodus 3 gives the details of that meeting:

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

"Do not come any closer," God said. "Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground." Then he said, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob." At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God. 

Later, when Moses asked his name, the LORD detailed more about this name:

Moses said to God, "Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, 'The God of your fathers has sent me to you,' and they ask me, 'What is his name?' Then what shall I tell them?" 

God said to Moses, "I am who I am . This is what you are to say to the Israelites: 'I AM has sent me to you.' " 

God also said to Moses, "Say to the Israelites, 'The LORD, the God of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has sent me to you.' This is my name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation. 

It might be easy for us to consider God here as indicating his place in history—that he was referring to himself as the God of the past. In the same way, some today consider Jesus to be a historical figure, who lived and died two thousand years ago, but who really doesn’t apply all that much today. But such people are badly mistaken in their thinking. For God was saying that he is NOW the God of the fathers, who continue to live and worship him. He is the living God of living fathers.

Jesus pointed out this truth in his explanation of these verses, found in Mark 12:

Jesus replied, "Are you not in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God? When the dead rise, they will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven. Now about the dead rising—have you not read in the book of Moses, in the account of the bush, how God said to him, 'I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob'? He is not the God of the dead, but of the living. You are badly mistaken!"
The power of God is such that he lives at all times, and gives life to all people. Jesus tells us that God is the God “of the living.” How could he claim such a thing?
The eternal nature of the Son of God makes such a claim natural. He was there when the world was created, and he saw the fall into sin. He met Abraham face to face at Mamre and wrestled with Jacob at Peniel. He lived through it all.

He also led the children of Israel through the desert as a cloud and a pillar of fire, and gave them manna to eat. He appeared on Mount Sinai and gave the Ten Commandments. He showed his glory to Moses, and to many other prophets and holy men throughout the history of Israel. He is the eternal Son of God.

But in becoming a man, living perfectly, dying innocently, and rising again from the dead, he cemented his claim as the one who truly knew life and death. Only he has ever lived as a man as God intended, without sin, and only he was able to conquer death and come back victorious. As both God and man, he truly was to become the God “of the living.”  It is a sign of his great generosity that he gives this “eternal living” to his children—past, present, and future—as a free gift of grace, through the means of grace.
Those who live in him worship him now. Those who die in him “live, even though they die.” This includes Old Testament believers such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses. This includes New Testament believers such as Paul, Peter, and John the Baptist. It includes those who today claim him as both Savior and LORD, and who will one day see him face to face.

For now, we live. Someday, perhaps soon, we will die. But those who die in Christ never die, for Christ “has destroyed death and brought life and immortality to life.” (2 Timothy 1) They live forever, spiritual brothers of an eternal Savior, and spiritual sons of an ever-living Father. The God of our Fathers is our God, and together with them let us today praise him for his gift of life!
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 “let your servant remain here…”
A lifetime of slavery, or a guilty conscience…which would you choose?

Given that choice, most people would likely choose the latter. Guilty consciences can be rationalized or soothed, and after a while they can become simply a dull ache. Over time, a person’s conscience can become dulled to the point of hardness. At that point, it takes quite a bit to get through the wall of indifference built up.

In Genesis 44, we hear about Judah, the brother who had to choose (again) between slavery and a guilty conscience:

Then Judah went up to him and said: "Please, my lord, let your servant speak a word to my lord. Do not be angry with your servant, though you are equal to Pharaoh himself. My lord asked his servants, 'Do you have a father or a brother?' And we answered, 'We have an aged father, and there is a young son born to him in his old age. His brother is dead, and he is the only one of his mother's sons left, and his father loves him.' 

"Then you said to your servants, 'Bring him down to me so I can see him for myself.' And we said to my lord, 'The boy cannot leave his father; if he leaves him, his father will die.' But you told your servants, 'Unless your youngest brother comes down with you, you will not see my face again.' When we went back to your servant my father, we told him what my lord had said. 

"Then our father said, 'Go back and buy a little more food.' But we said, 'We cannot go down. Only if our youngest brother is with us will we go. We cannot see the man's face unless our youngest brother is with us.' 

"Your servant my father said to us, 'You know that my wife bore me two sons. One of them went away from me, and I said, "He has surely been torn to pieces." And I have not seen him since. If you take this one from me too and harm comes to him, you will bring my gray head down to the grave in misery.' 

"So now, if the boy is not with us when I go back to your servant my father and if my father, whose life is closely bound up with the boy's life, sees that the boy isn't there, he will die. Your servants will bring the gray head of our father down to the grave in sorrow. Your servant guaranteed the boy's safety to my father. I said, 'If I do not bring him back to you, I will bear the blame before you, my father, all my life!' 

"Now then, please let your servant remain here as my lord's slave in place of the boy, and let the boy return with his brothers. How can I go back to my father if the boy is not with me? No! Do not let me see the misery that would come upon my father."

Judah’s pleading was centered on his concern for his father—he had promised to bring his youngest brother back from Egypt, and now this brother was found to be guilty of a crime deserving a life of slavery. He could have turned his back on the situation, and returned to his home, leaving Benjamin a slave. Instead, love moved him to offer himself as a sacrifice in the place of his brother, to be a slave, and to allow Benjamin to go free.

Such love did not come from Judah—rather, it came from Christ, who expressed it completely in his willingness to come and serve as a sacrifice for sinful man. Because of the Father’s love for guilty mankind, and in obedience to his will, Christ “took the very form of a servant,” and “became obedient to death—even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2) His perfect life was a sufficient payment for our very real guilt, and by this act we are set free. We, the guilty, are allowed to go; he, the innocent, is punished in our place.
Judah knew the promises of God to send a Savior, and that love moved him to sacrifice himself in return. Like Judah, we too have the gift of the Holy Spirit to move us to know and believe the love of God found in the Messiah. That love moves us to listen to our consciences, and to bear all trials, suffer all persecutions, and endure all hardships, as a willing thank-offering to the one who has freed us from slavery to sin, and made us part of his heavenly family. And when we choose wrongly (as Judah had done before), we can know that our sins are forgiven by that same sacrifice. 

So, with Judah, because of Christ, let us choose to “remain here” in suffering, and trials, and sacrifice, until the day he comes to finally free us and take us to the Promised Land.
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“O Lord…give me success today…”
I distinctly remember the race. It was the sectional track meet in high school, and the mile race was coming up. In the race was another person whom I had outraced once, and whom had edged me once. Each time the race came down to the last second. I was so nervous that day that I could barely walk. I recall praying to God, “If it be your will, grant me success…”

About two weeks ago we were at a dead end in our house hunt. We had looked for five months finding not much of anything, and were out of patience. We had to be out of the rental house by May 15th, and did not have any prospects. To say that there was stress in our house would be to state it mildly. I prayed, “Lord, if it be your will, make us successful in finding a house...”

I am sure that I will pray this way many more times in the future, for prayer is a wonderful privilege that God grants to his children. He promises that he will hear the prayers of believers, and that he will answer those prayers in the way that is best for them spiritually. Because of this, and because of his command, the child of God will want to pray to God often and earnestly, trusting that God is in charge of all things.

One such example of prayer to God is found in Genesis 24:

Abraham was now old and well advanced in years, and the LORD had blessed him in every way. He said to the chief servant in his household, the one in charge of all that he had, "Put your hand under my thigh. I want you to swear by the LORD, the God of heaven and the God of earth, that you will not get a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I am living, but will go to my country and my own relatives and get a wife for my son Isaac." 

The servant asked him, "What if the woman is unwilling to come back with me to this land? Shall I then take your son back to the country you came from?" 

"Make sure that you do not take my son back there," Abraham said. "The LORD, the God of heaven, who brought me out of my father's household and my native land and who spoke to me and promised me on oath, saying, 'To your offspring I will give this land'-he will send his angel before you so that you can get a wife for my son from there. If the woman is unwilling to come back with you, then you will be released from this oath of mine. Only do not take my son back there." So the servant put his hand under the thigh of his master Abraham and swore an oath to him concerning this matter. 

Then the servant took ten of his master's camels and left, taking with him all kinds of good things from his master. He set out for Aram Naharaim and made his way to the town of Nahor. He had the camels kneel down near the well outside the town; it was toward evening, the time the women go out to draw water. 

Then he prayed, "O LORD, God of my master Abraham, give me success today, and show kindness to my master Abraham. See, I am standing beside this spring, and the daughters of the townspeople are coming out to draw water. May it be that when I say to a girl, 'Please let down your jar that I may have a drink,' and she says, 'Drink, and I'll water your camels too'-let her be the one you have chosen for your servant Isaac. By this I will know that you have shown kindness to my master." 

Before he had finished praying, Rebekah came out with her jar on her shoulder. She was the daughter of Bethuel son of Milcah, who was the wife of Abraham's brother Nahor. 

The unnamed chief servant of Abraham had a difficult and stressful task, and his reaction was to turn to the LORD in prayer. God, rich in mercy and love, answered his prayer “before he had finished praying.” He saw the person whom God had sent to be “the one…chosen for your servant Isaac.” By this he knew that God loved him and answered his prayer.

We, too, have a sign from God that assures us of his love and answers—the sign of the cross. By this sign we have sure evidence of the Father’s love for us, because “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” (Romans 8) His Son went to the cross to die for our sins, and to restore a sin-damaged relationship with God. Through his name, now, we “have access to God,” and can bring our sins and troubles before him, knowing that he loves us, cares for us, and will hear and answer our prayers. 
We may, from time to time, also receive other signs of God’s goodness—visible, tangible evidence that God hears our prayers and is working “all things out for our good,” but these are just icing on the cake. The greatest sign has already been given, and by that sign we have all that we need. God grant us wisdom to turn to him, trusting in the cross of Christ as final proof of the goodness of God.
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“Know for certain…”

In the times of the Patriachs of the Bible, there were no written contracts or handshakes. Instead, the two parties making an agreement (or covenant) took an animal, split it in two, and walked together between the two pieces. The implicit statement was that this “blood-letting” would be done to any either party who broke the agreement.

Just such an agreement is found in Genesis 15, but with a twist:

But Abram said, "O Sovereign LORD, how can I know that I will gain possession of it?" 

So the LORD said to him, "Bring me a heifer, a goat and a ram, each three years old, along with a dove and a young pigeon." 

Abram brought all these to him, cut them in two and arranged the halves opposite each other; the birds, however, he did not cut in half. Then birds of prey came down on the carcasses, but Abram drove them away. 

As the sun was setting, Abram fell into a deep sleep, and a thick and dreadful darkness came over him. Then the LORD said to him, "Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years. But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions. You, however, will go to your fathers in peace and be buried at a good old age. In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure." 

When the sun had set and darkness had fallen, a smoking firepot with a blazing torch appeared and passed between the pieces. On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram and said, "To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates-the land of the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites, Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites and Jebusites."

The twist here was that while the agreement was prepared and discussed by both parties, only one passed between the pieces—the LORD. Abraham watched as God committed himself to keeping the covenant, at the risk of his own life.

And he did keep the covenant, when he came in the form of a man and lived among us. He kept the law perfectly, and then spilled his blood as a payment for mankind’s failures and broken promises. His death satisfied the righteous anger of God, and stamped on our lives, “Paid in Full.” He lived and died to fulfill his promise made years ago to Abraham, and to us today.

Abraham understood what he was seeing, and believed God, and “it was credited to him as righteousness.” When we see the suffering Savior placing himself on the tree, we become “children of Abraham” and inheritors of the Promised Land as we also trust and believe in Him as our Savior. His blood brings us righteousness through the work of the Holy Spirit.

And if we should begin to doubt or wonder about Jesus, we can go back to our baptism, when he placed his name on us. We can consider the “new covenant” of Holy Communion, in which he gives us his body and blood, for the forgiveness of sins. We can hear the Word of God, which strengthens our faith and encourages us to eternal life.

Child of God, know for certain that your Savior’s death has won for you an eternal land, free from sin or fear!  The blood of Jesus declares it to be true!
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“Did God really say…”

Reading through the Bible is like digging through an old attic or basement, at times. Some of the things in there are so familiar they almost seem new. When you find them, perhaps at a different time in your life, they take on an entirely new look.
One example of this is the story of the fall of man into sin, found in Genesis 3:

Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, "Did God really say, 'You must not eat from any tree in the garden'?" 

The woman said to the serpent, "We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, 'You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.' " 

It is illustrative that the “Father of sin,” the devil, seeking to ensnare the “first mother,” Eve, used the method of questioning and creating doubt in Eve’s mind to tempt her. I suspect that since then, he has likely used this same method to great effect throughout the ages:
“Did God really say…that we must be holy?”

“Did God really say…the wages of sin is death?”

“Did God really say…that no one can be saved apart from Jesus Christ?”

“Did God really say…that we cannot love both God and money?”

“Did God really say…that he will return again soon?”

By such questions, the devil seeks to create doubt, cause error, and tempt us to turn away from God and spend eternity with him in hell. And unfortunately for mankind, the sinful children of Eve are much worse than their once-sinless mother at resisting these temptations. By ourselves, we would surely turn away from God and be lost forever.

Therefore, the power of the devil and our weakness led God to do an amazing thing—not merely to proclaim his word to man, but to send his Son to be a man—the Word of God made flesh. He was born and lived to share God’s will with us, and to live a perfect life of certain and unswerving obedience. He came to resist the temptations of the devil in our place, and to conquer all doubt for us.

His suffering in our place paid God’s penalty. His death assured us that all was taken care of. His resurrection gave us a certain hope in his power over the devil and ourselves. And he sends his Spirit to us today through his Word, that we might have “the word of God made more certain,” and trust and believe in Him through faith in this same Savior.
The devil was defeated when Jesus died on the cross, and that victory has been given to us. When the devil comes tempting us (and he will, for he is filled with rage at his defeat), God grant us the grace to know and testify to his truth, so that we can say with confident and steadfast hearts, “Yes, God really did say that!”
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“Worship God!”
If you have ever been to a professional sports game or music concert, you know the feeling—enthusiasm and excitement, the cheering of the crowds and the almost tangible noise. 

Positively, anyone who goes has an experience. Of course, the team may not win, and the musical group may not impress, but being around that many people is still an experience.

This same experience is spoken of as being present on the last day of this world, as recorded for us in Revelation 19. There is, however, one important difference:

After this I heard what sounded like the roar of a great multitude in heaven shouting: 
   "Hallelujah! 
   Salvation and glory and power belong to our God, 
    for true and just are his judgments. 
   He has condemned the great prostitute 
      who corrupted the earth by her adulteries. 
   He has avenged on her the blood of his servants." And again they shouted: 
   "Hallelujah! 
   The smoke from her goes up for ever and ever." 

The twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fell down and worshiped God, who was seated on the throne. And they cried: 
   "Amen, Hallelujah!" 

Then a voice came from the throne, saying: 
   "Praise our God, 
      all you his servants, 
   you who fear him, 
      both small and great!" 

Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: 
   "Hallelujah! 
      For our Lord God Almighty reigns. 
   Let us rejoice and be glad 
      and give him glory! 
   For the wedding of the Lamb has come, 
      and his bride has made herself ready. 
    Fine linen, bright and clean, 
      was given her to wear." (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) 

Then the angel said to me, "Write: 'Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!' " And he added, "These are the true words of God." 

At this I fell at his feet to worship him. But he said to me, "Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God! For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy."

The clear picture here is of a multitude of people, worshipping and praising God. Along with the “great multitude” is the sound of rushing waters and loud peals of thunder. The voices of the crowd join in shouts of praise to God.

It is no surprise that John was overcome by such a scene—so overcome that he fell down and worshipped the angel. But the angel told him “Do not do it…worship God!”  This is the essential difference between this heavenly scene and any earthly scene—the object of the veneration.

Sporting events focus on the team, or on the individual athletes. Concerts aim their adulation at the musicians. In this way, both can become forms of idolatry, venerating that which is only human at a higher level. To such misplaced enthusiasm, the angel would also warn us, “Don’t do it!”

Even worship services can become human-focused when they center either on the leader of the worship, or on my experiences in that worship service. If I go to church out of idolatry to my pastor, or with myself at the center of my thoughts, the angel’s warning is in place, “Worship God!”

For God is the one who is worthy to be worshipped. Only God created the world, and only God will one day end that creation in a second of judgment. Only God is perfectly holy, perfectly knowledgeable, and perfectly powerful. Only God is to be worshipped.
The greatest reason to worship God is because he has sent the Lamb of God, his Son, to serve as the sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the world. He purchased mankind from the devil with his blood, freely given, and died and rose again to prove that the payment was sufficient. He won his church, the bride, and given her his righteous acts as her bridal wear. He has sent his Spirit to woo her into love. Someday soon he will return to marry her eternally, and the celebration on that day will entirely focus on Christ and on what he has done. God grant us the wisdom to look forward to that day, and to “worship God” as we prepare for his coming!

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 5-11-06 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 time is near”

If you take any classes at a college, you are informed that we are living in a “post-modern” era. But what does that mean?

Those is educational circles are fond of pointing out previous eras—the Classical era, when Rome held sway; the Christian era of the Middle Ages; the Modern Era, of rationalism and nationalism; and our Post-Modern era, when relativism and individuality reign supreme. But what comes next? Post-post-modernism?
University professors I had in class freely admit they don’t know—they can only guess. But God knows, and he reveals it to us through his Word. In fact, the entire book of Revelation is a statement of “what comes next.” Revelation 1 tells us:

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, who testifies to everything he saw—that is, the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.
Although sinful man does not want to admit it, the truth about the future has always been available, through the Word of God. This Word of God testifies to One who holds all things in his hands. Revelation 1 describes him:

I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me. And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among the lampstands was someone "like a son of man," dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest. His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance. 

When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his right hand on me and said: "Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades. 

"Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later.”
The future revolves around the one who is “the First and the Last,” who calls himself “the Living One.” He comes to us and reveals to us “what will take place later.” For Christians, however, this “later” always need to be seen in light of what has happened in the past.
It has to be, because the primary limitation to our understanding is our sinful thoughts that warp, twist, forget, doubt, and misunderstand the Word of God. God’s Word is perfectly clear, but we are not; and so weakened by sin, we fail to understand the clear words of God. If we could but rid ourselves of sin, we would not only understand God perfectly, but also trust perfectly in the truth and reliability of that Word.

Since we cannot rid ourselves of sin, someone “like a son of man” came to solve the power of sin in our lives. He was one whose holiness made him “white as snow,” and whose use of the Scriptures was “a sharp double-edged sword.” He was the perfect high priest of our souls, who sacrificed himself once for all, that all might live. He came to solve the curse of sin by “becoming a curse for us, for cursed in everyone who hangs on a tree.” He is the one “who was dead,” but can also say “I am alive for ever and ever!” By his resurrection he “holds the keys of death and Hades.” He is our Savior, Jesus Christ.
Through the work of the Holy Spirit in the means of grace, we are blessed with the knowledge of this Savior who has done all things well for us. When we were baptized, we were made his children. When we receive Holy Communion, he gives us “his body and blood,” shed for us for the forgiveness of sins. When we hear or read his Word, we see his power and glory.

These means of grace work faith in our heart, and the death of Christ declares us holy in God’s sight. Our new man is strengthened to believe, trust and understand his Word and his power. Then we have wisdom to grasp how “wide and long and deep and high is the love of Christ.” Then we have trust to know that the future will happen just as Christ says it will.

One day, “soon,” Jesus will return to free us from sin permanently, and begin a new era, called “eternal life.” We know it will be “soon,” because Jesus said so. May God grant us growth in his Word, and trust in his power, to lean on that truth and not on our own understanding!
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“do well”
Ever had to prove to someone that the Bible is true? Ever tried?

I sincerely hope not, because it is an impossible task. Although we might, in our simplistic way, assume that if we just proved that the Bible were true, then a person who didn’t believe us (or God) would be forced to accept the truth. They would then receive faith and be saved.

Unfortunately, those who have turned their backs on God think differently than the children of God. They probably think of the Bible as a book written by men, which can be read and understood. By faith, we know that the Bible is something entirely different. 2 Peter 1 describes the Bible for us:

So I will always remind you of these things, even though you know them and are firmly established in the truth you now have. I think it is right to refresh your memory as long as I live in the tent of this body, because I know that I will soon put it aside, as our Lord Jesus Christ has made clear to me. And I will make every effort to see that after my departure you will always be able to remember these things. 

We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased." We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain. 

And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.

The most common (sinful) reaction to the Bible is to assume that we need to read it and decide about it—to stand in judgment over it, and then do the things it says. But God, speaking through Peter, reminds us that it is he who does the judging, and who thunders from the mountain.

The first thundering is from Mt. Sinai, where the people heard the Law of God. God pointed out the need for perfection, and the children of Israel went into immediate denial. “Speak to us yourself and we will listen. But do not have God speak to us or we will die.” (Exodus 20). Later, they found enough courage to commit themselves to obedience: “”We will do everything the Lord has said; we will obey.” (Exodus 24). The sad fact was that the nation of Israel did not listen intently enough, and did not obey. Soon after they fell into open idolatry with a golden calf, proof of their inability to keep the command of God.

Lest we become complacent, we also must note that we cannot listen or obey as God wants us to, for we continue to have a sinful nature that weakens us and hinders us. It is valuable for us “to refresh our memory” on this fact, for it creates the humility before God that is “the sacrifice of God.” This helps keep us from falling into the error of standing in judgment over the Word of God.

For God has also come to reveal his “Majestic Glory” through the person of his Son, Christ Jesus. Christ set aside his heavenly joy, and became a man like us. He walked among us, taught us, loved us, and healed our diseases and infirmities. He sacrificed himself once for us when he perished on the cross. He poured out his blood in our place, willingly and obediently, for our unwilling and disobedient sins. And then he rose, triumphant, and ascended to reassume his place in heaven, all the more glorious for his victorious struggle.

The word of the prophets was fulfilled when he came, and by sending His Holy Spirit on Pentecost, he made that word “more certain.” The followers of this Christ do not need “cleverly invented stories” or conclusive proof—they have seen the body and blood of Christ, and have heard the words of God from the Holy Spirit. The Spirit called us, forgave us, and gave us faith. That same Spirit continues to shine with the light of God’s Word in a dark world, until Christ returns to prove his case once for all time.

Until that day, we “do well” to pay attention to the Scriptures, the living word of a Living Word, and to continue to understand them as God’s proclamation of his eternal glory. We “do well” to “always be able to remember these things,” for this world will go from bad to worse as the end approaches. We “do well” to let the Word dwell in us richly, and trust that through it God will accomplish all that He desires in our lives, and the lives of others. To that end God grant us his grace!
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“let us”

The phrase “let us”appears 16 times in the book of Hebrews. In this book, we are encouraged by the writer to:

· let us be careful that none of you be found to have fallen short of it. (4:1)
· Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest (4:11)
· let us hold firmly to the faith we profess (4:14)
· Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence (4:16)
· let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on to maturity (6:1)
· let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith (10:22)

· Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess (10:23)

· let us consider how we may spur one another on (10:24)

· Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another (10:25)

· let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. (12:1)
· Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith (12:2)
· let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe (12:28)
· Let us, then, go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore (13:13)
· Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips that confess his name. (13:15)
But how can we do all this?
Opinion in the Christian world is often divided on this topic:

Some say that we have to strive mightily and struggle to accomplish these feats of piety. Only then will we be acceptable to God. Others feel that we should just give it our best try, and God will make up the difference. A pitiful few assume that they have done all this, and look down their noses at those who do not live up to their illusions. Most people probably consider these encouragements, note their own failures, and try to ignore the divergence as being too hard to consider. Unfortunately, none of these “solutions” accomplishes the goal of a perfect life of piety. Fortunately, there is a solution.

That solution is found in the context of the words in Hebrews. In each of the verses, the words “let us” are conditional, accompanied by the words “therefore” (14 times) or “then”(2 times). These simple words also provide the solution for Christian living.

For if I try to draw from within myself or others the life that God demands, I will fail and fall into spiritual pride, despair, self-delusion, or worse; for “no one will be declared righteous by observing the law.” Those within and without the church have proven this point amply. “There is no one who is righteous,” declares Romans, “not even one.”

Knowing this, God sent his Son into the world to live a life without sin—a life that kept all of the righteous demands of God for perfection. He then went to the cross at Calvary and poured out his blood as an atonement, or payment, for mankind’s failures and deceptions. The sinless Son of God died, perfectly aware of our failed attempts at living a “good life,” and become the Solution to sin. He became the One who Hebrews calls the “author and perfecter of our faith,” and it is in him that we find life.
It is then not surprising that all of the “Therefores” and “Thens” in our lives point first to Jesus. When we look at the mess we make in trying to be “good,” and then see Jesus accomplishing it without any help from us, we are humbled and moved to love him in return. Our sinful nature is crushed, and our new man springs forth in joyous response. This new man lives a life of willing service to its Savior-King, needing no reason or reward to seek out ways to thank and praise Him for His willing sacrifice. Jesus Christ is the Solution, both to sin and to the need for a pious life.

Hebrews 12 summarizes this well:

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.
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“an anchor for the soul”
I once rode a horse, for about a minute or two, but got off when I could not find the brake. It just wouldn’t stay put, but kept walking (Galloping? Trotting? Cantering?) around. I wanted something a bit more secure.

I once took a canoe out on a lake, paddling madly against the wind and waves. A short time later, I looked at the shore and noted that I really had not moved much. I turned back around and took the canoe in, for I couldn’t make any progress against the wind. I wanted a more secure way to get across the lake.
I sold my house in California a while back, and was glad to get rid of it, because it was planted on the ground, and the earth shook once or twice while I was there. Even the ground isn’t really all that secure.
The reality is, that nothing on this earth is safe and secure. There is nothing that never changes. There is nothing that always moves and powers, and will always be there. Nothing, that is, except “the two unchangeable things of God.” Hebrews 6 tells us about them:

Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath. God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged. We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, where Jesus, who went before us, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.

The first “unchangeable thing” of God is his holy purpose—that all men live their lives free of sin. To enforce this, he created an eternal place of punishment called hell, and promised to send there any who are not holy. Some deny its existence, and others choose to not think about it; but either way, it still exists and will always exist, for it is part of God’s “unchanging nature,” about which “it is impossible for God to lie.” The Law is the unchangeably hard message that breaks each person, and convicts them of the truth that they are not the people God wants them to be.
The second “unchangeable thing” of God is his gracious purpose—that all men live eternally with him in heaven. To allow this, he sent his Son Jesus into the world to suffer the eternity of hell for all sins, even though he was holy. He went to the cross and endured the wrath of God towards sin, taking the full measure of the punishment on himself. Then he died and rose to prove the completeness of his victory. Some may deny that Jesus lived or died for them, but regardless, his victory is an accomplished historical fact. To deny it means to turn away from the free gift of Jesus, and to sink into the misery of hell again. The Gospel is the unchangeably wonderful message that Jesus has done all that is necessary for us to live, and that he gives that life to us as a completely free gift.

These two “unchangeable things” of God are “an anchor for the soul” because they are not based on us or on our piety. Instead, they show that despite the storms and winds of this life, God’s holy and gracious purposes do not change, but remain constant and true. We may live a charmed life, free from trouble or care; still we know that all men are “destined to die once, and after that to face judgment.” Or we may live a troubled and hard life, but still recognize that “Christ has brought life and immortality to light.” God’s Word speaks to us regardless of our circumstances, and assures us that its message is important for us, every day, because it is true.

To such an anchor we can cling, confident that it will not change. On such an anchor we can build our trust and lives. With such an anchor we can die and yet live eternally.

God has given us the anchor of his Word for our certainty.  May he also grant us the desire to cling steadfastly to the “two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie!”
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“the washing of rebirth and renewal”

On the night Jesus was betrayed, he washed his disciples’ feet. John 13 records the events:

Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples' feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him. 

He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, "Lord, are you going to wash my feet?" 

Jesus replied, "You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand." 

"No," said Peter, "you shall never wash my feet." 

Jesus answered, "Unless I wash you, you have no part with me." 

The story points out the need for washing, and Peter is a type of poster child for all mankind—those who think they know what they need from God. The reality, however, is that mankind does not truly recognize its sin or its need for washing. Rather, it looks at the dirt and slime of sin, compares it with that of others, and feels pretty good about itself. The corruption is inward, and part of the consequence of this corruption is a blindness towards sin.

Paul, in Titus 3, describes this lost condition:

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. 

Truly, without Christ, all mankind is “enslaved” and full of hate. It does not realize its sin.

Paul also describes the work of Christ is saving us through baptism, later in Titus 3:
But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life. This is a trustworthy saying. And I want you to stress these things, so that those who have trusted in God may be careful to devote themselves to doing what is good. These things are excellent and profitable for everyone.  
A person who sees his sin and filth needs a powerful solvent, and this was provided when Jesus shed his blood on the cross for the sins of all mankind. “He saved us,” Titus reveals, “Not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy.” He did this by taking the sin of the world onto himself, and becoming sin for us. This one act was sufficient to wash away all our sins of all time.

The solvent of Christ’s blood was applied to our lives in baptism, at a time when we did not realize what God was doing. Paul calls this “the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit,” which not only rinsed away our sins but declared us holy in the sight of God. The perfect life of Christ was credited to us by God on that day; we were made “part of Christ.” Now God sees in us only the perfection of our sinless Gift, Jesus our Savior.

But this baptism is not just a one-time event—the power of the solvent continues for us every day. Every day we can see our sins, and understand our inherent uncleanness. Every day we can turn away from ourselves, and ponder the day that Christ came to us in spite of us to cleanse us. Every day we can trust that Christ had made us clean, and set us apart as “heirs having the hope of eternal life.”

The power of baptism is such that it continually cleanses, restores and renews every day; it is the nature of this powerful solvent to wash away sin daily. Living in a sinful world; continuing to struggle against sinful thoughts, words, and actions; and tempted by a powerful deceiver, Satan; we might feel awfully dirty at times. At those times God’s children can ponder their baptism and its saving waters, and go there time and time again for reassurance and cleansing.
God has saved us through baptism! Praise be to him for his gracious act of washing!
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 “proclaiming himself to be God.”
I’m not God—are you?

I suppose that is a silly question. None of us are God, except, well, God. He is a unique one who stands above all others, and his will and power is unequalled and unquestioned. He knows all things, he sees all things, he controls past, present and future.

Since almost all people agree with the above (“The fool,” declares Psalms, “says in his heart ‘There is no God.’ ”) then it would seem odd to hear about a person who thinks he is God. Yet such a person exists, as reported to us in II Thessalonians 2:

Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us, saying that the day of the Lord has already come. Don't let anyone deceive you in any way, for (that day will not come) until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God's temple, proclaiming himself to be God. 

Don't you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things? And now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at the proper time. For the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way. And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth and destroy by the splendor of his coming. The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing. They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved. For this reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie and so that all will be condemned who have not believed the truth but have delighted in wickedness.

The one who declares himself to be God is called a “man of lawlessness,” who “will oppose and exalt himself” over all that is worshiped. He is the one who will call himself God. Furthermore, this man’s “secret power” is already at work, showing itself in “counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders,” and able to deceive those who are perishing. He is one who thinks he is God.

Although I do not have a name and address, I recognize the type. I understand that this is one who is sinful, and who gets his power from the first usurper, the devil. Like the devil, he is a rebel and a liar, and like the devil, he is destined to first be revealed and then overthrown “with the breath of his mouth” and destroyed “by the splendor of his coming.” His time is short, and so he works powerfully to turn others away from Christ, and to exalt himself for a time.
I recognize his type because I see his seed in myself. It is the sinful nature planted at birth, the part of me that seeks my own glory, honor, and might. And this “lawlessness” in me makes the other “man of lawlessness” very attractive to me in certain lights.

Fortunately for me, Jesus Christ came as a king (“My kingdom is not of this world,” he told Pilate) to suffer and die for rebels such as myself. He went to the cross to mask his eternal glory, and to take on himself the rebellion and disobedience of all mankind, including me. His three hours of suffering hell on the cross were sufficient to pay the entire debt, and to reclaim those who had strayed. He became our king again, a “king of peace,” through his death.

But his death was not the end of his work—he also rose again to reclaim his throne, a throne of grace. By the Holy Spirit, he called us into his kingdom of mercy, rebels though we were, and called us his servants and his sons. He gave us his perfect obedience as a gift, and reassured us that all was forgiven and put behind us. II Thessalonians reminds us of all that we have to be thankful for:

But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from the beginning God chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth. He called you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter. 

May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.

Former rebels want to remind themselves that they are not God, but are saved by God. Former rebels want to humble themselves through daily contrition and repentance. Former rebels want to learn more about God and his work, and rejoice to praise and thank him for his wonderful deeds.

And former rebels see the world of rebels around them with different eyes. They see in each person a picture of themselves. They understand the love of God in dying for the sin of the world, and seek to copy that love (though imperfectly). They know the sickness of sin, and the cure that is found in Jesus, and they seek to share the cure with all.

God grant us his grace, to that end, today and every day!
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“all things”

Perhaps you are a “vacationer.” It may be that you like to see the world, to view areas that are far-off and distant. It may even be that you are a history buff. How can you satisfy your craving?

No matter how many places you go, you will leave some unvisited. No matter how far you travel, there will be some places that are unreachable (“Cab fare for the moon?”) No matter where you go, you will not be able to back in time. Mankind is limited.

The book of Colossians, however, tells us about how we can satisfy our desire to see the entire world’s purpose and history in one place. This is found in Colossians 1:

For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.
Colossians tells us that Christ is the one “by whom all things were created.” As God, he knows everything about the world. In addition, all things were created “for him.” As God, the entire world is a gift from a loving Father to an obedient Son. Finally, he was there “before all things,” and “in him all things hold together.” When we look at Christ, we see the history, purpose, and power of the entire world.

But most importantly, he is the one who reconciled the world through his blood, as the next verses of Colossians 1 demonstrate:

Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation—if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant.

While we were still enemies of God, Christ came into his own world, and died for it. As tourists, this sense of ownership and sacrifice is unimaginable—who would ever die for strangers?—but it demonstrates conclusively Christ’s tremendous love for this world and sinful man. He placed himself into the hands of sinful men, allowed himself to be beaten, mocked, and crucified, and finally suffered an eternity of hell for the trespasses of the world. In doing so, he made peace through his blood between God and man.

All creation needed a Savior, and all creation received one when God kept his promise of salvation. All history was pointing to that day, when he became the one sacrifice that makes believers holy. All of the work of the church rests on that act, and finds strength, power and comfort in the atoning blood of Christ.

Today, the Gospel message rings out with the message that Christ has died for the world, the owner who placed himself below the owned. That Gospel message has brought us to faith, and given us hope. We become the best types of tourists when we view again and again its message, understanding our sins and seeing in Christ the one who has done “all things.”
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