“You are my witnesses”

Perhaps you have been a witness at a trial. Perhaps you were called upon the tell “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” In doing so, you told what you had seen, and testified that it was not a lie. Your testimony was then taken together with the testimony of others, to produce to a verdict. You may have understood the seriousness of the circumstances, and you may have understood your own responsibility. But finally, did you tell the truth? Or did you tell your version of the truth?

In Isaiah 43, God calls upon the people to be his witnesses. But note the other testimony given that “I, even I, am the LORD:”
All the nations gather together 
       and the peoples assemble. 
       Which of them foretold this 
       and proclaimed to us the former things? 
       Let them bring in their witnesses to prove they were right, 
       so that others may hear and say, "It is true." 

"You are my witnesses," declares the LORD, 
       "and my servant whom I have chosen, 
       so that you may know and believe me 
       and understand that I am he. 
       Before me no god was formed, 
       nor will there be one after me. 

I, even I, am the LORD, 
       and apart from me there is no savior. 

I have revealed and saved and proclaimed— 
       I, and not some foreign god among you. 
       You are my witnesses," declares the LORD, "that I am God. 

In Isaiah 43, God calls upon the listeners to be “witnesses,” to declare that God is who he says he is. He asks them to witness that “apart from me there is no savior.” He reminds them that God was the one who had “revealed and saved and proclaimed.” He encourages them to know and testify that he is indeed God. History, however, does not speak kindly of their testimony. Rather, it points out that as a people they slowly drifted away from God and worshipped “gods made of stone and wood”—the creation of their own hands. They could not keep themselves as true witnesses. They could not “prove they were right.”

Because by nature they were “dead in their transgressions and sins,” God chose from creation to send his “servant,” whom he “had chosen.” This servant was to be their Savior from sin, to come and carry out the work of redemption that mankind so desperately needed. The Christ was send into the world to live perfectly, and then to suffer damnation for the trespasses of all mankind. When he was crucified at Calvary, he suffered all the just wrath of his holy Father, for all each false testimony, lying thought, and incorrect step mankind had ever taken. Jesus was to be a “suffering servant,” one who would provide the ultimate picture of the love of the Father through his willing sacrifice in our place.
But even this message of grace could not be entrusted to sinful men, even redeemed sinful men, for they are still weak. Therefore God sent his Spirit to the world, to teach his disciples “all things.” He spread his Word and Sacraments with mighty power, proclaiming through the Gospel message that he was the only God who saves—that apart from Jesus Christ there is “no savior.” By his grace, that message of life has come to us, and has brought us from death into the faith—it has brought our spiritually dead bodies to life, that we might “know and believe” him who loved us and “gave himself up for us.”

Therefore, it is not simply our words, or our actions, that give testimony to the life of Christ. It is not simply our outreach efforts that make up “witnesses” that God exists and speaks truth. Rather, it is our new relationship with Christ that provides such a witness—it is the fact of our redemption and the work of the Holy Spirit in saving us that lets the world know that God “is the LORD.” Through his means of grace he brought us to faith, and in these same means we gain confidence and courage to proclaim that apart from Jesus “there is no savior.” May we, as we cling more closely to Christ, pray that the Holy Spirit testify with great power and might through us, in life and death, in sin and forgiveness of sin.
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“like the Most High.”

Are you ambitious? Are you “Type-A?” Do you strive to accomplish great things? Most ambition has a limit, unlike the ambition of the “morning star” described in Isaiah 14:

How you have fallen from heaven, 
       O morning star, son of the dawn! 
       You have been cast down to the earth, 
       you who once laid low the nations! 

You said in your heart, 
       "I will ascend to heaven; 
       I will raise my throne 
       above the stars of God; 
       I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, 
       on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. 

I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; 
       I will make myself like the Most High." 

But you are brought down to the grave, 
       to the depths of the pit. 

The one described here had “fallen from heaven,” but “once laid low the nations.” His ambition led him to claim ascendancy even “to heaven,” and to wish to elevate his throne “above the stars of God.” In his great pride, he sought to make himself “like the Most High.” But his fate was to fail; his destiny was to be brought down “to the grave, to the depths of the pit.”

The rise and fall of reckless ambition is a common theme in the Bible—Eve wanted to be like God, knowing good and evil, as she fell into sin; Haman thought he was Queen Esther’s favorite, just as he was prepared to be hung on a gallows he had built; Peter claimed that he “would never betray” Jesus on the night he denied him three times. Such foolish thinking, such temptation, comes only from a disregard of God’s nature—from the sinful way of thinking that resides within each person’s heart. For in our hearts, we all build up temples of ambition to ourselves and our desires; in our words and actions, these selfish desires often show themselves in hostility and pettiness. Like the ambitious people of the past, and like the devil before them, in our sinful state we are condemned to end up in “the grave,” in the “depths of the pit” of hell.

Fortunately for us, however, God in his mercy had a different plan to make us “like the Most High” in holiness and perfection. His plan was to have his “Most High” Son “become nothing, taking the nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.” Jesus chose to be a man, to live among sinful people, and to die on a cross of agony, suffering for each sin of pride and arrogance from Adam through today until the end of the world. Jesus Christ “became sin” for us, being forsaken eternally in hell in our place, so that we might be saved from our “sinful way of thinking.” He saved us, so that we might be holy in God’s sight, and blameless in God’s presence.
Only the Almighty God could be so selfless as to give himself up for others. Only the Highest King could lower himself so far for us. And since it was a perfect sacrifice who willingly died for us, we can be certain that this offering is acceptable to the Father, and that we need not die in our spite and anger eternally. Because Jesus was raised from the dead victorious, we can know that our sin has been paid for, and that no debt remains.

When God placed his baptismal grace on us, he gave us new life in the water and the Word. This new life lifts us up from our sinful thoughts, and gives us a new mind of grace. It raises us up to claim the perfection that Holy Spirit is pleased to credit to us for Christ’s sake. It makes us brothers of Christ and “co-heirs” with him of an eternity far surpassing all we could hope or desire. And this faith does not disappoint, for it even now prepares us for a life of service to Christ, in thankful offering for all that he has done for us.

It might seem ironic that those who sought heaven apart from God would fail; that those who understand their own inability or unfitness for heaven would receive it by grace alone through Jesus Christ. But such irony is truth; it is the means by which God in Christ is working powerfully today to save the world—from itself, for Christ, and for eternity. Praise God that he has chosen to make us “like him” through his Son, Jesus Christ!
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“most beautiful…”
If you were running a beauty contest, chances are you would not invite, much less choose as winner, the “Beloved” in Song of Solomon 1:
Beloved
Dark am I, yet lovely, 
       O daughters of Jerusalem, 
       dark like the tents of Kedar, 
       like the tent curtains of Solomon.
Do not stare at me because I am dark, 
       because I am darkened by the sun. 
       My mother's sons were angry with me 
       and made me take care of the vineyards; 
       my own vineyard I have neglected. 

Tell me, you whom I love, where you graze your flock 
       and where you rest your sheep at midday. 
       Why should I be like a veiled woman 
       beside the flocks of your friends? 

Friends

If you do not know, most beautiful of women, 
       follow the tracks of the sheep 
       and graze your young goats 
       by the tents of the shepherds.
In the days when tanned skin indicated the menial class, the “Beloved” of the author was noted for her skin “darkened by the sun.” The response of her friends shows her to be a shepherdess, the lowest of the menial classes. In all her work, she was forced to neglect her “own vineyard.” In addition, in later chapters we hear that she was caught by the watchmen of the city, who beat her and bruised her. Not exactly a picture of classical, refined beauty—yet her friends, and her “Lover,” call her the “most beautiful of women.” Why? The reason is indicated in Song of Solomon 2:

Like an apple tree among the trees of the forest 
       is my lover among the young men. 
       I delight to sit in his shade, 
       and his fruit is sweet to my taste. 

He has taken me to the banquet hall, 
       and his banner over me is love. 

The delight of her “Lover” is what makes her beautiful. Her delight is “to sit in his shade.” She acknowledges that “his banner over me is love.” She is in love, and love makes her beautiful.
What a wonderful picture of the concern of God for fallen mankind! For, like the Beloved, we are also “darkened” in our sinful nature and flawed; we are beaten and bruised by the effects of this evil world; we are hated by our spiritual enemy, the devil, and abused by him. Yet we also have a “Lover” as well—we have a Savior, Jesus, our spiritual bridegroom, who cares for us with an everlasting love. That compassion moved him to come and take our place of punishment—to “give himself up” for his children when he died on the cross of agony. His sacrifice for our sins makes us beautiful in the Father’s sight, free of evil and purified in essence. Through his Holy Spirit, he has called us into his “banquet hall;” in love he has hung the banner of his redemption over us, and we are his own. This act of “marriage” to Christ is described in Ephesians 5:

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.
Despite our sins, despite our flaws, despite our transgressions, Christ loved us and cleansed us by “washing with water through the word.” This passion for us made us “holy and blameless,” without “stain or wrinkle or any other blemish.” Today we rejoice that we have a “Lover of our souls;” today we delight to “sit in his shade.” But soon we will be invited to the eternal wedding banquet—soon we will be married forever to him who “is and was and is to come.” 
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“the plans of the heart”
What’s happening this weekend? If you are like me, you may have spent some time on this question. You may even have a little planning tool where you write down the things that need to be done, the appointments that have been made, and the commitments that have been set. Lose it, and you are in trouble. But can we really know what will happen this weekend or in the future?
In the book of Proverbs, the writer proposes God’s theses on planning and the future. Proverbs 16 tells us:

To man belong the plans of the heart, 
       but from the LORD comes the reply of the tongue. 

All a man's ways seem innocent to him, 
       but motives are weighed by the LORD. 

Commit to the LORD whatever you do, 
       and your plans will succeed. 

The LORD works out everything for his own ends— 
       even the wicked for a day of disaster. 

When a man's ways are pleasing to the LORD, 
       he makes even his enemies live at peace with him. 

In his heart a man plans his course, 
       but the LORD determines his steps. 

Taken together, these passages (and others like them) form a revelation about the future-that mankind is prone to “plan his course,” but that it is finally God who “works out everything for his own ends.” That mankind’s ways “seem innocent to him,” but that the LORD will “determine his steps.” That when man’s ways “are pleasing to the LORD,” he will give him “success” and “peace.” Said differently, man proposes, but God disposes.

This may be no comfort to a person if the plans of the heart are apart from God—if there is sin or self-idolatry included in the plans. And even the best of us must admit that our plans are far too often self-centered and focused on what we can receive or do. The proverb writer reminds us that “all a man’s ways seem innocent to him,” for there is no one alive who wants to admit the extent of his evil and put aside selfish planning. For this reason, we can realistically admit that all planning, by nature, is tainted by evil—for it is done by evil people like you and me.

But these plans of sinful mankind were trumped by a greater plan—God’s plan of salvation—when Jesus completed his Father’s task of dying on the cross. By this one great act of atonement, God punished his Son for the evil plans and egocentrism of this world, for all its false innocence and unpleasing ways. In Jesus, God chose to “destroy the devil’s work” by making Christ the “sacrifice for sin.” His plan of pain was that God himself might die, so that in mercy we might live.

Could we devise such a selfless plan? Would we have courage to implement it? Romans 5 reminds us:
You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.
Only the God of perfect love could demonstrate this love for us. Only a Savior of perfect love would be willing to die “for the ungodly” while they “were still sinners.” And only a Spirit of perfect grace could bring this Gospel truth and apply it to us “while we were still powerless.” 

And the Triune God has done this for us, when we were baptized. He put his name on us, and called his own. He gave us forgiveness, and washed away our sins. And he prepared a place for us in heaven, and gave us his peace. In view of this prepared, completed, and applied plan of grace for us, how can we plan our lives of thanks for him “who loved us and died for us?” This is a Christian’s great joy, in planning for life and death, “in view of God’s mercy.”
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“she knows it not”
In 2006, a sociologist named Karen Cerulo wrote a book entitled, “Never Saw It Coming.” In it, she argues that America has conditioned itself to be optimistic, and because of this, we are not good at taking warning or being prepared for the worst. She discusses such varied topics as 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, and the Iraq War as examples of her idea of “positive symmetry,” the desire to focus on the positive and ignore possible negative outcomes. Interestingly, the Bible also discusses “positive symmetry,” but in a slightly different context, in Proverbs 5:

My son, pay attention to my wisdom, 
       listen well to my words of insight, 

that you may maintain discretion 
       and your lips may preserve knowledge. 

For the lips of an adulteress drip honey, 
       and her speech is smoother than oil; 

but in the end she is bitter as gall, 
       sharp as a double-edged sword. 

Her feet go down to death; 
       her steps lead straight to the grave. 

She gives no thought to the way of life; 
       her paths are crooked, but she knows it not. 

The concept of not seeing future problems is noted in the case of the “adulteress,” one who seeks to break her marriage bonds and lead others to join her. The writer (probably Solomon) notes that although “her speech is smoother than oil” and her lips “drip honey,” in the end “she is bitter as gall.” In the end her feet “go down to death,” to “the grave.” But she does not know it—she is blindly sinning and leading others to sin.

Such a world-view is also symptomatic of anyone who has an original sinful nature—essentially, of all mankind. For which of us know our sins completely? Which of us can identify the evil within our hearts, and the troubles it leads us into suffering? We may see some consequences in our lives, as warnings; but all too often, we too give “no thought to the way of life.” We, too, by nature, have “crooked paths” that lead “straight to the grave.” We, too, by nature, like the adulteress, “know it not.”
God, however, knows our paths. He knows the extent of our evil, and he knows the damnation that we deserve. For that reason, for love’s sake, he sent his Son as a willing substitute for evil mankind. Jesus came to walk perfectly before both God and man, to teach wisdom, and to preserve discretion. He was born without original sin, and lived without ever falling into actual sin. And then, knowing fully the despair and hopelessness of hell, he chose to take it all on himself in our place, enduring damnation for every sin we had ever committed. He took our blindness and headlong rush into hell on his holy soul, and was condemned in our place, to set us free. 

But this holy act would have done us no good, had not the Holy Spirit revealed it to us through his Word. For when the waters of baptism were placed upon us, we came to know Jesus Christ and to believe that his death meant life for us. When his Word is taught today, it reminds us of Christ’ great sacrifice, and helps us see our sins and his solution. The work of the Holy Spirit is to open our spiritual eyes, and to help us know both ourselves and Jesus Christ, in truth, as God sees us. The solution to spiritual “positive symmetry” is the revealed Word of God that testifies clearly about sin and a Savior.

For such truth has power to keep us from falling back into blindness—from turning away from the “power of God” and chasing “gods that are no gods at all.” The Gospel message has power “for the salvation of everyone who believes,” and this power will preserve us until death, through death, and into eternal life in heaven. May God keep us so, through his Holy Spirit, today and forever!
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“you have laid your hand on me”
My youngest daughter and I have a ritual in parking lots and shopping malls, place where there are people and cars flying around. In this ritual, I ask to hold her hand, so that “I don’t get lost.” She replies, “You mean me.” And I smile.

The picture of holding hands is also found in Psalm 139, as David testifies to God’s power to keep him safe:

You hem me in—behind and before; 
       you have laid your hand upon me. 

Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, 
       too lofty for me to attain. 

Where can I go from your Spirit? 
       Where can I flee from your presence? 

If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 
       if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 

If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 
       if I settle on the far side of the sea, 

even there your hand will guide me, 
       your right hand will hold me fast. 

David here testifies to God’s “hemming” hand—his guiding hand that works out all things for his will. This hand is evident in God’s “lofty” and “wonderful” knowledge, and in his omnipresence. Indeed, David testifies that whether in the heights or the depths, God “is there.” He is there in his presence, his majesty, his firmness, and his might.

Because such a hand denies any human control, it might well seem oppressive to sinful man. Like a child squirming under authority, we might at times want to “make our own way” and “stand on our own two feet.” We might even come to conclude that we can do on our own, without any help. But at such times it is good to remember our previous attempts at freedom, and recount the sins and errors we have fallen into when we wandered. At such times it is wise to consider our sinful weakness, and our human foolishness, the warped gift handed down to us from our first father, Adam, and confirmed in us by our daily small and large transgressions. Truth be told, we cannot by ourselves find our way. By ourselves, our earthly destinations would inevitably end up in eternal torment in hell.
It was the hands of another, then—the God-man, Jesus Christ—who had to come and deliver us from our evil ways. His hands were always working:  healing the sick, comforting the sad, driving out demons, welcoming children. Christ’s hands exemplified the perfection God demanded, and never once were led into sin. Then, to complete our redemption, his hands were driven through with nails, and placed on a cross, there to suffer the eternity of damnation that we deserved. His hands slumped when he died on the cross, having fulfilled all that was demanded. And his hands were part of the proof of his resurrection, bearing the marks of the nails and yet not experiencing hurt or harm after his conquest over the grave.

These same hands are those that grasp the scepter of rulership in heaven today—his guiding hands of mercy and love. His hands still save babies with the water and the Word, still heal sickness and forgive sin, and still drive out evil from his children. His hands still welcome sinners into his kingdom, and proclaim that life and peace are free for all in “the river of living water.”
By grace, God has “laid his hand” on us, and we are healed by that action. In love, he continues to “guide” us and “hold us fast.” Such a hand is comfortable to grasp, safe to stay near, and powerful to keep and protect us from eternal harm. Thank you, Jesus, for your loving hand on me!
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“holy majesty”
Quiz time:  If you look into a mirror, and raise your right hand, which hand does the person in the mirror raise?

Answer-if you said “left,” you said right. The mirror image of yourself raises its opposite hand, because it is not you, it is your exact opposite, who looks just like you. Not too confusing, but it does require another perspective. On must step outside of oneself to see this truth. Just such an exercise is also required to understand Psalm 110:

The LORD says to my Lord: 
       "Sit at my right hand 
       until I make your enemies 
       a footstool for your feet." 

The LORD will extend your mighty scepter from Zion; 
       you will rule in the midst of your enemies. 

Your troops will be willing 
       on your day of battle. 
       Arrayed in holy majesty, 
       from the womb of the dawn 
       you will receive the dew of your youth. 

The LORD has sworn 
       and will not change his mind: 
       "You are a priest forever, 
       in the order of Melchizedek." 

In Psalm 110, David testifies that the one to come would be his “LORD,” and that he would be at God’s “right hand.” By the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, David told the King to come would “extend your mighty scepter” and would “rule in the midst of your enemies.” He would have “holy majesty” and would be “a priest forever.” What power and glory this coming King would demonstrate! Who could miss him?


Yet, when Jesus asked the Pharisees of his day to understand and interpret the first verse of Psalm 110, they could not. For they failed to look at things from God’s perspective, choosing rather their own sinful thoughts and ways. They believed that the coming Messiah would rule in “holy majesty,” and the humility and lowliness of Jesus repulsed and offended them. They wanted a king who would rule as they wanted him to rule. But the Pharisees are not alone, for all mankind by nature misunderstands and misinterprets God. All of them conclude that God is “just like them,” and thus fail to know that his thoughts and ways are as far above theirs “as the heavens are higher than the earth.” In our sinful selves, we tend to view God as just another man, seeking his own good and honor and despising all others. Therefore we may struggle to understand the ways of God as revealed, and wonder why God does as he does.
But God’s ways need not be a mystery, for they are clearly revealed in the person of Jesus Christ, the great “high priest” who came to be “the guarantee of a better covenant.” Jesus was born according to the prophecy, lived in fulfillment of Scripture, and suffered on the cross as promised. He carried on his back all the sin of mankind, as foretold, and he died for sinful mankind, that we might receive the blessings that God had prepared “before the beginning of the world.” Jesus came not to take part in sinful man’s boastful pride, but to be the lowly and humble sacrifice for sin that would complete God’s plan of redemption. He would find glory and honor through his death on the cross. In the midst of his enemies, evil mankind, he would complete his conquest when he died in shame.

Victory through defeat makes no sense to sinful mankind, and is easy to reject for that reason. However, it is perfectly consistent with a God of love, who desires both perfect obedience and yet has complete compassion on his fallen children. From God’s point of view, it makes Jesus “to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” Such a Savior “meets our needs,” and declares us his redeemed children through faith. Such a Savior teaches us about his victory through his Word, encourages us to deny our own sinful way of thinking, and to trust that he has power “to call things that are not as though they were.” God grant us to believe and trust in Christ’s “holy majesty” on the cross, and believe that his gruesome death gives holiness to us today and eternally!
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“teach us to number our days aright”
My daughter’s friend has her days numbered—she knows how many days until summer camp comes, how many days until she graduates from grade school, and who knows what else. At first I laughed, but I myself know that there are nine days left of school, until vacation begins for our family. We probably all have times that we “number our days.”

In the Psalm 90, however, the concept of “numbering our days” takes on a slightly different angle—not to count down, but to understand, our time on earth:

For a thousand years in your sight 
       are like a day that has just gone by, 
       or like a watch in the night. 

You sweep men away in the sleep of death; 
       they are like the new grass of the morning- 

though in the morning it springs up new, 
       by evening it is dry and withered. 

We are consumed by your anger 
       and terrified by your indignation. 

You have set our iniquities before you, 
       our secret sins in the light of your presence. 

All our days pass away under your wrath; 
       we finish our years with a moan. 

The length of our days is seventy years— 
       or eighty, if we have the strength; 
       yet their span is but trouble and sorrow, 
       for they quickly pass, and we fly away.

Who knows the power of your anger? 
       For your wrath is as great as the fear that is due you. 

Teach us to number our days aright, 
       that we may gain a heart of wisdom. 

The concept of numbering our days expressed in this Psalm is twofold—first, that we admit that the length of our days is short compared to the LORD’s. Mankind’s “seventy years” is nothing to God’s eternity, and they “quickly pass.” Secondly, and more importantly, we see that our time is “consumed by (God’s) anger” against sin. Because we all are filled with “iniquities” and “secret sins,” we all deserve nothing but “the power of (God’s) anger.” Our days, by nature, are not only short, but they are evil and destined to “pass away under God’s wrath” eternally in hell.

It was because mankind is rushing headlong into destruction that God sent his eternal and omnipotent Son into the world to be a man. For a short time Jesus lived among us, taught us, healed our illnesses, and carried our burdens. In the prime of his life, he placed himself on a cross of eternal agony and bore in his soul all the punishment for every secret sin and iniquity ever committed. Jesus endured an eternity of hell for us, that our lives might gain meaning and eternity. When he was condemned, he won eternal life for all mankind by the shedding of his innocent blood.
This eternal life was placed on us when we were baptized—when we were made his children, and given a “heart of wisdom” from the Holy Spirit. That heart creates new understanding of the evil of our days, and the immensity of Christ’s sacrifice. It produces new humility, to understand that all God does is much more glorious than anything we do. And it seals in us an eternity, won for by Christ, and announces to us as the certain hope that comes after our span of “trouble and sorrow” is over. 

In God’s Word, we learn to “number our days” in the right way—to see them as opportunities to thank and serve a God who sanctifies them for us in Christ. Through that Word, we see all things “in heaven and earth and under earth” as fit subjects for the Lamb “who is worthy to receive thanks and praise” for his timeless act of love. On the last day, we will join in singing the endless hymn of thanks to him; today, may we sing that hymn of praise with our thoughts and our lives.
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“zeal”
“We’ve got spirit, yes, we do—we’ve got spirit, how about you?”

At the risk of showing my age, when I was a boy playing basketball, this was a common enough cheer—the fans of one team would say it, and the fans of the other team would respond. This would go on for a while, before one side broke out into the refrain, “We’ve got more!” It was obvious that “spirit” was highly prized at basketball games.

“Spirit” or “zeal” was also a characteristic of Jesus Christ, as Psalm 69 describes:

For I endure scorn for your sake, 
       and shame covers my face. 

I am a stranger to my brothers, 
       an alien to my own mother's sons; 

for zeal for your house consumes me, 
       and the insults of those who insult you fall on me. 

The zeal of Jesus was found in his willingness to defend God’s house—to risk insult and scorn of the sake of his heavenly Father. Jesus’ disciples noted this especially when he made a cord of ropes and drove the money changers from the temple, telling them that they had made God’s house a “den of robbers.” Such zeal for his Father’s house was a holy zeal, one that hates evil and seeks to prevent it or stop it from continuing. Jesus Christ had this type of zeal, this enthusiasm for God’s commands and glory. But a much greater type of zeal is also found in Psalm 69:

Save me, O God, 
       for the waters have come up to my neck. 

I sink in the miry depths, 
       where there is no foothold. 
       I have come into the deep waters; 
       the floods engulf me. 

I am worn out calling for help; 
       my throat is parched. 
       My eyes fail, 
       looking for my God. 

Those who hate me without reason 
       outnumber the hairs of my head; 
       many are my enemies without cause, 
       those who seek to destroy me. 
       I am forced to restore 
       what I did not steal. 

Just as the later verses spoke of Jesus, so do these passages—for Christ’s zeal was not only for God’s glory, but also for sinful man’s salvation. Because of this great love, Christ chose to take our place in the “miry depths” of hell, when he died on the cross. He chose to be hated “without cause” not only by his enemies, but also by his Father, when he took our sins upon himself. Christ endured God’s anger at those who did not love his temple or his law when he restored what he “did not steal,” through his payment for evil.
Such enthusiasm for us, for sinful man, means that our sins find pardon and atonement. Our souls are set free from guilt, and are given the gift of faith by the work of the Holy Spirit. Our future path is pointed towards heaven, where the final victory won by Christ awaits us in a “new Jerusalem” and a temple built “not by human hands.” 

Because of Jesus’ saving zeal for mankind, when we pray, “Save me, O God!” we can know that he will save us. When we are “worn out” looking for God, we can be sure that he is still with us in the Word and Sacraments. And when we are hurt or hated by others, we can cling to the love of God and know that his love “endures forever.”
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“My close friend”
In Dante’s classic poem, TheInferno, he pictures the types of punishments meted out to different people for their sins. As he tours hell, the sins become more prominent and the punishments more awful, until he finally comes to the center of hell, where he places those who have committed the “worst” sin—traitors. There they are tortured and exist, forever, having turned their backs on those they loved.

We may or may not agree with Dante’s assessment of betrayal as the ultimate sin, but we can certainly understand and feel the hurt when someone we know and love deserts us or hurts us wantonly. At times such a pain can be almost unbearable. And it is a feeling shared by God, as described in Psalm 41:

My enemies say of me in malice, 
       "When will he die and his name perish?" 

Whenever one comes to see me, 
       he speaks falsely, while his heart gathers slander; 
       then he goes out and spreads it abroad. 

All my enemies whisper together against me; 
       they imagine the worst for me, saying, 

"A vile disease has beset him; 
       he will never get up from the place where he lies." 

Even my close friend, whom I trusted, 
       he who shared my bread, 
       has lifted up his heel against me. 

David’s psalm testifies about a time of strife—of enemies who “whisper together” against him, of slander and hatred and plotting. But worst of all is the betrayal by a “close friend” whom was trusted. He shared David’s bread, and yet has “lifted up his heel against” him. Such betrayal must have hurt David. Yet, despite David’s difficulties, he could not complain, for not even David knows betrayal like the Son of God does.
For the Son of God made Satan powerful and holy before he sinned; he walked with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden before they betrayed him; he led Moses and David and many other Old Testament believers through life and suffered from their lack of devotion to him. After his birth in Bethlehem, he led a sinless life towards the people, healing their diseases and driving out demons; yet they shouted “crucify him” on Good Friday. He gathered and taught his disciples, but when he was arrested they all scattered. And his good friend Judas was the one who led the soldiers to the place where he prayed. On the night he was crucified, all mankind was arrayed against him, and he was alone.

But it was for the very reason of mankind’s inherent unfaithfulness—it was because all of us by nature are traitors to our LORD—that Jesus had to go to the cross. For it was on the cross that Jesus perfectly obeyed his heavenly Father’s will to suffer for sinful mankind, in taking upon himself the punishment of hell for sinful man. It was part of the plan that the spotless Lamb of God would experience every temptation known to man, and yet not sin, so that he could be the perfect atonement for sin. It was for traitors that Jesus was crucified, so that they might not suffer, but find forgiveness and restoration at the side of their LORD and God.

As traitors whose sins have been paid for, we come before our LORD pleading not for our own good deeds, but acknowledging our sinful past and present weakness. As those whose lives have needed forgiveness, we bring only our evil and woes and place them at the foot of the one we betrayed. And yet the face gazing down up us is not one of judgment, but of acceptance, for Christ exists to grant friendship and life to sinful humans such as us. Seeing our friend, then and remembering both our former betrayal and our present and ongoing forgiveness, is there any way that we can turn away from our LORD and betray him again? God forbid it! Rather, may we stay close to God’s Word and cling to Jesus in all times and conditions, for the death of our friend means life to us!
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“Seek his face!”
What’s the most beautiful thing you own? I considered this question in wake of our town’s recent flooding. If we had to pack up just a few possessions, and let the rest get ruined, what would we take?

We have a really nice picture of Mt. Shasta on the wall. Is that it? Is it our wedding verse, skillfully hand-sewn? Could it be our collection of family pictures? Or is it something else? David, owner of many beautiful and costly treasures, had a different take on this, found in Psalm 27:

One thing I ask of the LORD, 
       this is what I seek: 
       that I may dwell in the house of the LORD 
       all the days of my life, 
       to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD 
       and to seek him in his temple. 

For in the day of trouble 
       he will keep me safe in his dwelling; 
       he will hide me in the shelter of his tabernacle 
       and set me high upon a rock. 

Then my head will be exalted 
       above the enemies who surround me; 
       at his tabernacle will I sacrifice with shouts of joy; 
       I will sing and make music to the LORD. 

Hear my voice when I call, O LORD; 
       be merciful to me and answer me. 

My heart says of you, "Seek his face!" 
       Your face, LORD, I will seek. 

For David, the most beautiful thing in the world was “the LORD.” This thing of beauty was found “in the house of the LORD” and in “his face.” In the temple David could go to fulfill his desire for safety and mercy and peace.

The beauty of God, however, did not need preservation or saving by David. Rather, it was the beauty of God that provided salvation for David. This saving “face” of God was none other than Jesus Christ, the “Son of David” who was also his Savior. He was born a human being in Bethlehem, lived among the Jews and taught the people to “know the LORD.” He proclaimed that “the kingdom of God is near,” and then went to the cross to pay for mankind’s sins and by his innocent death to free those caught in slavery to sin. In the ugliness of a tortured death he provided the clearest image of the beautiful love of God for sin-stained and damned sinners—sinners like David, and you, and me.

This was the beauty of the LORD, which caused David to “sacrifice with shouts of joy” and to ask only that he “may dwell in the house of the LORD.” This is still the beauty of God, for it provides the same blessings and joy to us today. This beauty needs no human preservation, for God provides it through his Word and by his power. It came to us through baptism, when the Gospel was applied to us and brought us to faith. It continues to come to us through the Gospel message and Holy Communion, where it reminds us “in the day of trouble” that Christ has “kept me safe” in his sacrificial death for me. And because it is “the power of the God for the salvation of those who believe,” I know that no flood, no fire, no human failing, no memory loss or fatigue or trouble—indeed, nothing at all—can destroy it or take the love of God from me.

No wonder David was moved to worship a God of such mercy, such dedication, and such love! No wonder, like David, our hearts say to us as well, “Seek his face!” In his Word, God’s face smiles upon us, and indeed grants us peace, for Jesus’ sake.
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“where can wisdom be found?”
Did you ever want something you couldn’t afford? Ever agonize over whether to spend the money, or to save it “for a rainy day?” Ever ponder a real splurge—a high-cost item that might be a bit more than you can afford?

If it were possible, the greatest gift in the world—wisdom, which “guides my steps” and “teaches me rightly,” might be worth such a cost. Unfortunately, the Job 28 testifies that the cost is out of our reach or even comprehension:

"But where can wisdom be found? 
       Where does understanding dwell? 

Man does not comprehend its worth; 
       it cannot be found in the land of the living. 

The deep says, 'It is not in me'; 
       the sea says, 'It is not with me.' 

It cannot be bought with the finest gold, 
       nor can its price be weighed in silver. 

It cannot be bought with the gold of Ophir, 
       with precious onyx or sapphires. 

Neither gold nor crystal can compare with it, 
       nor can it be had for jewels of gold. 
The fear of the Lord—that is wisdom, 
       and to shun evil is understanding.

Such life-giving wisdom does not come from human wealth. “It cannot be bought with the gold of Ophir.” Even though it is beyond compare, it can’t “be had for jewels of gold.” Indeed, mankind is so distant from it by nature that he “does not comprehend its worth,” and to find it one must go beyond “the land of the living.” No man living can know, find, keep, or buy this wisdom that we all so earnestly need.
Rather, wisdom comes from God, and it resides in God. Isaiah 10 describes how wisdom came to mankind:

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

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

and he will delight in the fear of the LORD.  

Only in the person of Jesus Christ—“a Branch” from “the stump of Jesse”—can true wisdom be found. Only Jesus would perfectly exemplify wisdom in all his knowledge, words and actions. Only Jesus would sinlessly “delight in the fear of the LORD.” He came, however, not only to show love, but to be love for us and in us. To do this, he obeyed his Father’s perfect command to die on the cross of Calvary for the foolishness and waywardness of all mankind. He gave up his life to purchase forgiveness of sins and new life in Him. Because we were not wise in and of ourselves, Christ died to wash away our sins and to give us his perfect wisdom as a free gift.

Such a gift is not available for sale, nor can it be had for “the finest gold.” It is available only for free, through faith in Christ and his sacrificial death. The wisdom that comes with faith is also both precious and without cost—requiring the death of God’s only Son, but given to us through the means of grace, the gospel in Word and Sacraments, “not by works.” In finding Jesus, then, we find life. In finding Jesus, we also find wisdom to live a life of gratitude to our Savior from sin. May this wisdom be ours today and every day!
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“If only…”

Had enough?   Had enough suffering?  Sadness?  Sickness?  Trials?  Difficulties?

Looking for something different?

Job certainly was.  In a short time, he went from a man described as “the greatest man in the east,” with unimaginable wealth and happiness, to being penniless, diseased, and deserted.  Although he knew God and his promise, he had trouble understanding why such things would happen to him.  And so the majority of the book of Job talks about his anguish, made all the more keen by the poor advice he received from some friends.

Job’s suffering is likely more extreme than any that we have suffered, but it shares a common root—a lack of understanding of the ways of God.  We, too, may have felt as Job did in chapter 3:

       For sighing comes to me instead of food; 
       my groans pour out like water. 

       What I feared has come upon me; 
       what I dreaded has happened to me. 

       I have no peace, no quietness; 
       I have no rest, but only turmoil.

This anguish over suffering almost inevitably leads us from ignorance to anger, as Job portrays in chapter 9:

       "He is not a man like me that I might answer him, 
       that we might confront each other in court. 

       If only there were someone to arbitrate between us, 
       to lay his hand upon us both, 

       someone to remove God's rod from me, 
       so that his terror would frighten me no more. 

       Then I would speak up without fear of him, 
       but as it now stands with me, I cannot.

Despite the anguish of his soul, and his hard words, Job also knew that there was one who would arbitrate between God and him.  He testified to that “someone” in chapter 19:

       I know that my Redeemer lives, 
       and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.

       And after my skin has been destroyed, 
       yet in my flesh I will see God; 

       I myself will see him 
       with my own eyes—I, and not another. 
       How my heart yearns within me! 

The Redeemer does indeed live!  He lives in heaven, interceding for us, and working out his kingdom’s work for our good.  He lives to help me to know him, through the preaching of his Word.  And he lives to prepare a place for me, so that with Job I will see him “with my own eyes.”

Part of living in a sinful world involves troubles, sickness, sin and death.  As humans, we will invariably not understand why God allows these things to happen.  God grant us the grace in these struggles, to turn to our Redeemer with our doubts and fears, and there find comfort, and healing, and peace.
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“time after time”
“How many times must I tell you? How many times will you get it wrong?”

Parents may have never said words like these, but certainly they would be more than human to say they never thought them. Bosses might well feel and express frustration when employees just don’t seem “to get it.” Teachers and coaches may get angry if they think that their instruction doesn’t seem to be getting through. What to do?

Believe it or not, this idea of “not getting it” is also mentioned in the Bible, in the book of Nehemiah. Nehemiah points out the relentless stubbornness of the people to God in chapter 9:

"But they were disobedient and rebelled against you; they put your law behind their backs. They killed your prophets, who had admonished them in order to turn them back to you; they committed awful blasphemies. So you handed them over to their enemies, who oppressed them. But when they were oppressed they cried out to you. From heaven you heard them, and in your great compassion you gave them deliverers, who rescued them from the hand of their enemies. 

"But as soon as they were at rest, they again did what was evil in your sight. Then you abandoned them to the hand of their enemies so that they ruled over them. And when they cried out to you again, you heard from heaven, and in your compassion you delivered them time after time. 

"You warned them to return to your law, but they became arrogant and disobeyed your commands. They sinned against your ordinances, by which a man will live if he obeys them. Stubbornly they turned their backs on you, became stiff-necked and refused to listen. For many years you were patient with them. By your Spirit you admonished them through your prophets. Yet they paid no attention, so you handed them over to the neighboring peoples. But in your great mercy you did not put an end to them or abandon them, for you are a gracious and merciful God. 

The people of Israel are described by Nehemiah as relentless and persistent in their sins. He notes that the people “were disobedient and rebelled” against God, and “did what was evil.” He reminded them that they “sinned against (God’s) ordinances” and “turned their backs” on God. Even when they were “admonished” through the prophets, they “paid no attention.” Time after time they continued to sin and deserve God’s wrath. Despite this persistent, unending sin, God did not treat them as their sins deserved. Rather, he “rescued them” from the hands of their enemies. He “heard from heaven” and “delivered them time after time.” Even when they ignored God, he “did not put an end to them or abandon them.” God was relentless in his love, for he is “a gracious and merciful God.”

The same God who dealt with the sin of the children of Israel so kindly also deals with our persistent sins today, in the same way. For mankind has not changed, nor has God. Even though mankind still today continues to sin relentlessly, aggressively, and unabashedly against God, he is still “patient with them.” He does not treat sin as it deserves, but rather he shows “great mercy.” This mercy he demonstrated most clearly when he sent Jesus into this world to suffer and die for every sin mankind has committed—when Jesus was nailed to the cross of hell to satiate God’s wrath and win eternal life for man. By Christ’s death the plan of God was fulfilled—by Jesus’ sacrifice sinful people were credited with eternal peace with God.
Wrapped up in the mystery of God is the love behind letting persistent sinners such ourselves go free, while the spotless Son of God is made to suffer in their place. Such a mystery finally cannot be explained, it can only be believed by faith, through the work of the Holy Spirit. Such mysterious love even while we were sinners becomes our confidence in this life; it guides us when we despair over our evil; it encourages us when we fear that our sins are too great to be forgiven; it lifts us up when we try to do good and produce only evil; it comforts us when we face the final agony of death; and it will be shown to be the final reality when we are raised victorious from the dead to be with Jesus forever.

We cannot of ourselves create that type of love—we cannot be the perfectly forgiving and patient person God is. But we need not produce our own perfection, for Christ was perfect for us, and his perfection is a free gift of grace that covers over our sins with his life. Confident then, that in Christ we are forgiven, we gain confidence to forgive others as they sin against us—once, ten times, or a thousand times. For our load of sin debt has been cancelled. We are free to love as Christ loved us, time after time, for his sake.
This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 5-04-07 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.

“They built the altar on its foundation…”

Imagine that you were a refugee returning to your home, after being in exile.  You had been away for 70 years, and when you came back, your land was ruined, your towns were occupied, and your churches were in rubble.

What would you do?

In the book of Ezra, we hear about the children of Israel returning from exile in Babylon.  This exile was both a result of their own sin of turning away from God, and a part of God’s plan.   Now, by the grace of God, they were allowed to return, and see the land the Lord had given them again.  They likely felt many conflicting emotions as they came back to the rubble that once was their homeland.

Ezra 3 tells us that the people of God had learned an important lesson in exile—that their relationship with God was the most important priority.  So before they rebuilt the temple, put up walls, or got to know the neighbors, they renewed their relationship with God:

Despite their fear of the peoples around them, they built the altar on its foundation and sacrificed burnt offerings on it to the LORD, both the morning and evening sacrifices.  Then in accordance with what is written, they celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles with the required number of burnt offerings prescribed for each day.  After that, they presented the regular burnt offerings, the New Moon sacrifices and the sacrifices for all the appointed sacred feasts of the LORD, as well as those brought as freewill offerings to the LORD.  On the first day of the seventh month they began to offer burnt offerings to the LORD, though the foundation of the LORD's temple had not yet been laid.

The picture of an altar amid a pile of rubble must have been a potent one.  The rubble was a visible reminder of their sin of idolatry.  The altar was a visible symbol of their relationship with God.  Their act of building the altar first testified to their new-found understanding that only God could provide the blessings they eagerly sought—life, prosperity and peace.  By themselves, they would only turn away from God and suffer for their sins.

God calls us also to examine the rubble of our lives, and to see how we have sinned, and suffered for those sins.  This is not an easy task, because it humbles us and forces us to admit our inability to do what God demands.  We, like the nation of Israel, have to admit not only that we have turned away from God, but that we will continue to do so, if left to our own devices.

But God does not leave us to our own devices.  Instead, he sent his son Jesus to become a living altar, the one who comes and finds us, brings us back to God, and keeps us close to him.  He did this by his death on the cross, his resurrection to life, and his ascension to glory.  I Peter 2 testifies to this setting up of a new altar in our hearts:

  As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For in Scripture it says: 
   "See, I lay a stone in Zion, 
      a chosen and precious cornerstone, 
   and the one who trusts in him 
      will never be put to shame."
Now to you who believe, this stone is precious.

God grant us the grace to believe and always value our relationship with Jesus first and foremost!
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“no remedy”
Today I have a cold. I took a few tablets to stop the congestion, but those have worn off. I got a new box of Kleenex, and they are almost gone. I tried to get more sleep, but coughing and sneezing is keeping me up. I would go to the doctor, who might give me treatment for the symptoms, but I realize that my sickness essentially has no cure. I suspect I will just have to wait this one out.

A sickness of a different kind infected the nation of Judah at the end of the reign of their kings. Its symptoms and effect are described in 2 Chronicles 36:

The LORD, the God of their fathers, sent word to them through his messengers again and again, because he had pity on his people and on his dwelling place. But they mocked God's messengers, despised his words and scoffed at his prophets until the wrath of the LORD was aroused against his people and there was no remedy. He brought up against them the king of the Babylonians, who killed their young men with the sword in the sanctuary, and spared neither young man nor young woman, old man or aged. God handed all of them over to Nebuchadnezzar.  He carried to Babylon all the articles from the temple of God, both large and small, and the treasures of the LORD's temple and the treasures of the king and his officials. They set fire to God's temple and broke down the wall of Jerusalem; they burned all the palaces and destroyed everything of value there. 

He carried into exile to Babylon the remnant, who escaped from the sword, and they became servants to him and his sons until the kingdom of Persia came to power. The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its desolation it rested, until the seventy years were completed in fulfillment of the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah. 

The sickness was sin, and the symptoms were mocking, despising, and scoffing. Like a person who insists that he is not sick even as he dies, so the children of Israel refused to listen to the LORD, who sought to turn them from their evil ways. Finally, God’s wrath reaching its fulfillment, and he destroyed his temple and his land through King Nebuchadnezzar. There was no remedy for the sins of the people any more.

The same sickness of sin still infects humankind today. People still scoff at God’s righteous decrees, and mock those who tell them God’s Word. People still turn away from God’s just commandments, “proclaiming ‘peace, peace’ when there is no peace.” For such sins there is an eternity of torment in hell waiting to be poured out on mankind; and once a person is in hell every plaintive cry for mercy and every remorseful wail will not be heard. In hell there is no remedy for sin.

But because God, “who is rich in mercy,” does not desire the death of the wicked, he chose in love to send his Son into this world to become the punishment for our sins. Jesus came to carry in his body our sins, and to suffer the damnation we deserved in his righteous soul. He took upon himself the destruction we deserved, and by doing so made peace between God and men. By his suffering and death Christ averted hell from mankind, and purchased forgiveness of sins with his blood.
Unfortunately, there are still those who reject this truth—those who would deny the sickness of sin and their need for the healing that only Jesus can give. For such people, the treatment for sins does not exist, for they are “still in their sins.” But there is still time! The final judgment has not come! For such people, deliverance is only a moment away, and is offered daily through the Word and Sacraments. For there is still room in the kingdom of God—there is still healing to be found in the “living water” that only Christ can win, and that only the Holy Spirit can bring to mankind!

God grant that when his Word comes to us, we hear and accept it as it is—the Word of God. God grant that this Word strengthen our faith, to see the urgency of the sickness, and to rejoice in the one great healing that took place when Christ was crucified. And God grant us greater appreciation for the faith he placed in our hearts when we were baptized, that even today allows us to cling to Christ’s saving work and dare to claim it as our own.
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“that did not help him”

How do you deal with failure? To understand and deal with the consequences of failure may be the most difficult and valuable lesson in life. All the more when life seems to have placed one into a corner, and there seems to be no way out! Although the lives of the kings of Judah demonstrated many failures, one king in particular stands out for his failure to deal with failure: Ahaz, whose story is told in 2 Chronicles 28:
At that time King Ahaz sent to the king of Assyria for help. The Edomites had again come and attacked Judah and carried away prisoners, while the Philistines had raided towns in the foothills and in the Negev of Judah. They captured and occupied Beth Shemesh, Aijalon and Gederoth, as well as Soco, Timnah and Gimzo, with their surrounding villages. The LORD had humbled Judah because of Ahaz king of Israel, for he had promoted wickedness in Judah and had been most unfaithful to the LORD. Tiglath-Pileser king of Assyria came to him, but he gave him trouble instead of help. Ahaz took some of the things from the temple of the LORD and from the royal palace and from the princes and presented them to the king of Assyria, but that did not help him. 

In his time of trouble King Ahaz became even more unfaithful to the LORD. He offered sacrifices to the gods of Damascus, who had defeated him; for he thought, "Since the gods of the kings of Aram have helped them, I will sacrifice to them so they will help me." But they were his downfall and the downfall of all Israel. 

Ahaz gathered together the furnishings from the temple of God and took them away. He shut the doors of the LORD's temple and set up altars at every street corner in Jerusalem. In every town in Judah he built high places to burn sacrifices to other gods and provoked the LORD, the God of his fathers, to anger. 

King Ahaz had fallen prey to the Edomites and the Philistines, who captured lands and “carried away prisoners.” The Bible tells us that this occurred to “humble Judah” because Ahaz had “promoted wickedness in Judah and been most unfaithful to the LORD.” But Ahaz did not comprehend his true failure—instead, he added to his troubles by appealing to the king of Assyria. Later, still not understanding his sin, he began worshipping the gods of Aram, thinking that “they will help me.” But they did not. Rather, all that happened was the closing of the temple and the building of high places “to other gods.” 2 Chronicles summarizes this as “his downfall and the downfall of all Israel.”
Poor Ahaz! He seemed so blind! Before we become too proud, however, it would be well to ask if we have not forgotten a few lessons ourselves. Have we thanked God for our blessings and also for our trials? Is our first reaction in trouble to “call upon God?” Do we find ourselves worn out pursuing goals at work, with friends, or in society? Or has a particular sin led us into a dark corner, where the outlook on life looks bleak? If so, we can empathize with Ahaz, for all mankind by nature is stubborn and “stiff-necked.” All of us from birth have not wanted to humble ourselves, and all of us in the flesh consider that one more effort or program or job might make our situation better. But if such efforts lead us away from God, they will not succeed. They, too, will be our “downfall.”
For sinful people like Ahaz, and Judah, and you and me, Christ came into this world to carry out his great act of salvation. Because he was sinless, all his deeds were just. Because he was “loved by the Father,” he was able to build up a perfect resume of righteous deeds and holy acts. Nothing he did was selfish; all his life was dedicated to his Father’s will. And nowhere was that more clearly seen that in his suffering and death on the cross. When he was crucified, he took upon himself all the blindness and stubbornness and despair of a world full of sinners. He became the target for God’s fierce justice, so we might not have to suffer eternal death in hell for our sins. His humiliation solved the problem of sin for all men of all time.

Ahaz didn’t know that, and so felt compelled to try to save himself and Judah. But his efforts were in vain, for “there is no other name under heaven by which men must be saved” than the name of Jesus. By the work of the Holy Spirit in the means of grace, we do know this Savior, and we rejoice that his death was for us and in our place. Knowing that he has humbled himself for us at Calvary, we rejoice in the opportunity to humble ourselves before him, and confess that “worthy is the Lamb” of all our thanks and praise. Confident in his atoning act, we are bold to follow him now and eternally, for his is our Help and our Salvation.
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