“the dividing wall of hostility”
The story is told of a couple who fought relentlessly. Finally, because they tired of the incessant arguments, they painted a line across the middle of their house. That line was to divide the house into two halves—one half for each. They figured that if they simply stayed on their own half of the house, the arguing would cease. Unfortunately, that did not happen. Instead, the division exacerbated the problem, and it continued to get worse. They argued over the dividing line, and accused each other of crossing the line. The division didn’t bring peace, but more hatred.
This concept of a “dividing line” is mentioned in Ephesians 2, as Paul speaks to the Gentile Christians in the city of Ephesus:

Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called "uncircumcised" by those who call themselves "the circumcision" (that done in the body by the hands of men)—remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world.
The dividing line of hostility for Gentiles was the division between Jews and Gentiles—a line drawn by a God who told his chosen people to “be holy” and separate from the heathen nations around them. God gave them the covenant of circumcision as a sign of that distinctness. Those of Gentile heritage were there “excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise.” They were not Jews, but were “uncircumcised.”

But another dividing wall of hostility existed because of their sins, between them and God. Because they were sinful, they were also “separate from Christ.” They could not and did not do the things that would justify them before God, and therefore had earned only God’s wrath and punishment. Because of this, Paul reminded them that they were “without hope and without God in the world.”

The work of Christ was to come and destroy this “dividing wall” of hostility, as Paul testifies later in Ephesians 2:

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 

For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 
Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members of God's household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.

Christ came to make the “two one,” by bringing the believing Jews and Gentiles together, to “preach peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near.” By his work of reconciliation, he made both groups “fellow citizens” and parts of the “whole building,” a “holy temple” in the Lord. He did this when he “abolished in his flesh the law” and “put to death their hostility” towards God. He came to bring peace to all mankind. He came to be the peace of all mankind.

That peace came through the punishment of the Christ on the cross. The payment for sin was declared finished when he died, and our hostility towards God was buried with Christ in the tomb. When Christ was raised from the dead, a new man was raised with him, one who is at peace with God and other men, one who is free from sin and enmity. That new man now struggles against our sinful nature to do acts that please our God and Savior. That new man has “access to the Father” through the death of Christ.

The perfect blood of Jesus washed away the “painted line” of our hostility towards God—it “tore down” the curtains of sin that separated us from his presence. In doing so, it also set us free to live at peace with others—to freely admit our sins, and to freely forgive and be forgiven. It encouraged us to look to his life and death for strength to admit sin, and to lean on the “Chief Cornerstone” in times of trial. 
When arguments and disagreements enter our lives—and they will, for we are sinners who live in a sinful world—God grant us the wisdom to look again to Christ, and find in him our peace with both God and man. God grant us the courage to freely admit our sin and to ask for forgiveness, in the name of the One who died that we might live.
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“for the sake of the gospel”
As a called worker within the church, my congregation provides me with a salary, so that I can pay my bills and put food on the table and a roof over our heads. Although the pay is not extravagant, it allows my family to live very comfortably. It is a blessing from God, through our local church. It does not come from my work, but rather is something designed to allow me to spend my full time teaching and sharing the Word of God.

But I think I would like not to be paid. I think I would like not to have to collect any money, but to be able to share the Gospel without cost. And I think I would like this, for it is Paul’s perspective, revealed by the Holy Spirit in I Corinthians 9:

If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you? If others have this right of support from you, shouldn't we have it all the more?
But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ. Don't you know that those who work in the temple get their food from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in what is offered on the altar? In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel. 

But I have not used any of these rights. And I am not writing this in the hope that you will do such things for me. I would rather die than have anyone deprive me of this boast. Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply discharging the trust committed to me. What then is my reward? Just this: that in preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge, and so not make use of my rights in preaching it. 

In I Corinthians 9, Paul points out the fact that “those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel.” He uses comparisons to the Old Testament temple workers, who took of the sacrifices to provide food for their families. They truly did have the “right” to be fed, so that they could give their full time to ministering to the children of God. And so did Paul.
In the next sentence, however, he punctures that “right” by stating that “I have not used any of these rights.” He does not want to use this right he has, but rather is “compelled to preach.” He does this so that he can offer it “free of charge,” that as many as possible might hear it and believe the Word of God.

At that point Paul leaves me in the dust. For although I might like to not collect my “right” to salary, I find myself too spiritually weak to actually do so. My sinful mind rebels against the uncertainty—how would I eat? How would I pay the rent? What about Christmas presents? In a sense, this fear is also present in every believer, for churches even today agonize over paying bills, raising funds for construction, and funding salaries. Individual families today still struggle over how much money to give to church, and how that money is spent. Paul here testifies in his life that all such worries and concerns are from a lack of faith, caused by too little trust in God and too much concentration on the monetary issues of the world. 

Even Jesus’ disciples, while with him, struggled with these temptations. In Matthew 6, he reminds his hearers:

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

"And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.

When I see the example of Paul, and I hear the words of Christ, I can do little else but bow my head in shame, for I do worry far too much, and trust in money far too often.
For me, and people like me, then, this same Christ came to bring “his kingdom and his righteousness,” Unlike me, Jesus had no possessions of his own, yet was content with what his Father had given him. Unlike me, he had no love of money to interfere with his love for God.

For my greed and my discontent, he went to the cross of Calvary, and was stripped naked of all possession, and was made to suffer. There he underwent the agony of hell, where even his close communion with his Father was missing. And when he had finished, he breathed his last and gave up his life, the final earthly possession of any person.

But in giving up all things, he won eternal life for the world. In suffering hell for me, he declared the world righteous, having paid completely for our sins, “not with gold or silver, but with his holy and precious blood.” And for that willing sacrifice, God gave him eternal glory, and all authority. For his appearing “brought life and immortality to light through the gospel.”
I need to ponder the death of Christ more often, for the message of his love for me has power to put my material needs in perspective. I need to consider more deeply the sacrifice that Christ made for me, and realize the extent of his victory on Easter Sunday. And as I do so, I trust that God will help me to say with Paul, “Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” And as I do so, God grant that I trust in him that “all things will be given” to me.
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“set me free…”
What would it be like to live free of guilt?

I have often wondered about that, and recently, the question came up again. I saw yesterday an article about a pill that could help erase painful memories—a pill to help people deal with their reaction to the sins of themselves or others. Some thought it would be a wonderful thing; others were concerned about possible abuses. But the discussion took place because everyone experiences guilt, and everyone wants to get rid of guilt.

That guilt might take the form of “real guilt”—bad feelings for things I should not have done, but did; or it might be “false guilt”—bad feelings for things I couldn’t control but think I should have been able to control. It can be guilt over thoughts, word or actions; or guilt over thoughts, words or deeds I should have done but didn’t. It may be self-generated, or it may be encouraged by the accusations of others. Regardless of the source, such guilt causes pain, shame, anger, and sorrow. 

The book of Romans is a treatise on the topic of guilt, written by a guilty man—Paul.  In Romans 3 he writes:

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: 

"There is no one righteous, not even one; 
    there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God. 
All have turned away, 
      they have together become worthless; 
   there is no one who does good, 
      not even one." 
"Their throats are open graves; 
      their tongues practice deceit." 
   "The poison of vipers is on their lips." 
   "Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness." 
"Their feet are swift to shed blood; 
    ruin and misery mark their ways, 
    and the way of peace they do not know." 
   "There is no fear of God before their eyes." 

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

Using a litany of passages from the Old Testament, the apostle Paul points out that there is “no one righteous—not even one.” He reminds us that all men have turned away from God, and no one seeks him. Rather, mankind is quick to sin, quick to hurt, quick to be proud; mankind has “together become worthless.” The guilt mankind feels is a testimony to this sinful state of defiance and hostility, and God proclaims that all mankind is therefore “under the law” and “accountable to God.” Through the proclamation of our guilt we become “conscious of sin.”

When I hear God’s Word proclaim the truth I already know, it can be a sobering moment. But it is a necessary moment, for it drives me to humble myself before a mighty God and recognize my inability—my inability to do good, my inability to get rid of guilt, my inability to free myself from sin.
My inability contrasts violently with the ability of God—and with the grace of our Savior Jesus Christ. His work was to come into the world and to set me free from myself. Romans 8 testifies to that work:

Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death. For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit. 

Because we were “powerless,” God decided to carry out his own plan—a plan to send “his own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering.” That Son was to live without a single error, to not incur any guilt, to keep a perfect conscience—and then to die on the cross of shame for the sake of flawed and condemned mankind. In doing so, he “condemned sin in sinful man” and gave up his perfect life “in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met.” He came to take away our condemnation, and make it his own.

Because of this action of redemption, God now declares that “there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” Through Christ, we are declared “set free from the law of sin and death.” All the guilt and sin of this terrible world was placed on Jesus—the debt is paid. Nothing remains to be done.

This is the way to deal with guilt—to give it to a person who longs to take on himself such a burden. This is the way to deal with sin—to have it paid for by another, who loves us “with an everlasting love.” This is the pathway to a clear conscience—to have Jesus come and cleanse us “as white as snow.”

To get rid of guilt does not require effort, nor discussion, nor a pill—all it requires is Jesus Christ. Praise be to him that he has come to set us free!
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“I press on toward the goal…”
Where are you going? As I look back on my life, I can honestly say that all of my predictions about the future have been wrong. I once had a picture of myself as a lawyer, but that did not happen. I saw myself as an astronaut, but I have not made it into space. I pictured myself playing NFL football, but so far, there have been no offers. So my predictive ability in the past leaves something to be desired. That might lead me to therefore exercise care about predicting the future. I can guess, but I can’t know for sure.

Oddly enough, however, Paul did know where he was going. He heard the message of God, and listened to it. Acts 27 shows us his confidence in the future:
Last night an angel of the God whose I am and whom I serve stood beside me and said, 'Do not be afraid, Paul. You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.' So keep up your courage, men, for I have faith in God that it will happen just as he told me.
Paul’s goal was to go to Rome, to “stand trial before Caesar.” God was in charge of Paul’s life, and was “working all things out for his good.” Therefore Paul could say with confidence that “I have faith in God that it will happen just as he told me.”

If you are like me, you may not always echo that same confidence. You may at times doubt and wonder where you are headed, or what your purpose in life is. You may even begin to speculate on the extent of God’s power to control your future. Perhaps you are in charge; perhaps you are indeed “the captain of our soul?” In that case, you had better get charting, and fast, for there are quite likely rocks ahead and storms to be avoided.

But the real problem with this view is that it ignores the Word of God, which reveals and guides all things. It makes me own cleverness to be god; it steals glory for the One who knows all futures and gives all things life and breath. It is idolatry, and requires repentance.
When I hear and study the Word of God, it indeed reveals to me my destination. It also shows me the path to take to that place. Paul details it in Philippians 3, likely written as he sat in prison in Rome:

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

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.
The Word of God, as revealed to Paul (and us) shows the final destination for believers as being “the resurrection of the dead.” On that last day, God will raise all the dead, and judge each person “according to what he has done.” For some, that will mean eternal life. For others, that will mean eternal torment in hell. That final place of judgment is true for every person, as the Bible testifies, “Man is destined to die once, and after that, to face judgment.” (Hebrews 9)
Because you and I (and all mankind) cannot do the good things that earn eternal life, Paul points you and me and all mankind to Christ. He calls this knowledge of Christ a “surpassing greatness,” because he provides “a righteous that comes from God and is by faith.” This knowledge has power to teach us to “know Christ,” to want to become “like him in his death,” and therefore “to attain to the resurrection of the dead.” Christ is indeed the only Way that leads to eternal life, because only in the name of Christ will anyone be declared righteous on that last day.

This is because only Jesus Christ was holy in every deed—only Jesus lived a life devoid of any sin. And only Jesus was loving enough to sacrifice himself on the cross for the sins of mankind—to take upon himself those vices and evils that plague us and would condemn us to hell. His death on the cross won righteousness for mankind, and set aside our sins in the mind of God. He is the one “who took hold of me” when he baptized me. He is the one who has won “the prize” and given it to me through his Word.

When I consider Jesus both the destination and the path, life becomes easier. For he is the One who does all the work. He is the One who sends his Word to me. With Paul, this love of God can then move me to say, “Forgetting what is behind and straining towards what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize...”
God grant that we see in Jesus both our destination and our pathway to heaven. God grant us the wisdom to “forget what is behind” and to “strain on towards what is ahead.” God grant us the humility to continue to study his Word, and in it to be strengthened for the journey to heaven.
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“It is finished!”

John 19 tells us about the end of Jesus’ time in hell:

Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, "I am thirsty." A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a sponge in it, put the sponge on a stalk of the hyssop plant, and lifted it to Jesus' lips. When he had received the drink, Jesus said, "It is finished." With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.
It’s Thanksgiving, and I suppose that all sorts of people have all sorts of things to be thankful for. Family, friends, food, fun—even the upcoming holiday season is a reason for thanks. But me? In addition to all of these things, I am very thankful for hell.

The reason I am thankful for hell is because I know myself. You see, I am a hopeless incorrigible. I am continually falling into the attitude that sin is not so bad, that I am getting better every day, and that if I just try a little harder, I can solve my problems and the problems of this world. I seem to be perpetually convincing myself that I can somehow work out my own issues in life, without God. I know just how self-delusional I can be.
But then I hear about hell, a place of punishment for sinners—for anyone who is not perfect. Then I hear about its awful punishments, and its eternal agony. I hear about the wrath of God towards anyone who does not continue to be holy in every way, and I tremble. For although I may try to deceive myself, I cannot claim perfection. I cannot be the sinless person God wants me to be. So I deserve to spend that eternity in hell, for my many sins.

When I look at the cross of Christ, however, I see Jesus suffering hell in my place. I see him endure the pangs of hell for every time I was deceptive, proud, or ignorant. I see him willingly carry my punishment upon his back, so that I might not need to suffer. I understand that when he paid for my imperfection with his holy life, “all was now completed.” In Him my life was declared righteous and perfect in God’s sight. Seeing Christ in hell at Gethsemane solves my one true problem.

So I rejoice in the truth of hell, for Christ has taken away its awfulness. I am glad for suffering and difficulty, for they remind me of my weakness and God’s strength for me. And I look forward to my death, for it has lost its sting, and it no longer has power over me. All this is mine through the wonderful life and precious death of my Savior, and through the Holy Spirit’s work. All of this is mine, for God loves me and has declared it to be true.

Therefore, I thank God this Thanksgiving for hell—and for the One who suffered hell, that I might be free.
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“all alone”
Are you the type of person who likes to be alone?

Some are. Perhaps they work around people all day, and wait anxiously for the weekend, to have some quiet time. They may go hunting or fishing, go shopping or exercising, just to be alone with their thoughts. Others can’t stand the feeling, and try to be around others as much as possible. In any event, loneliness is a verifiable feeling, and most people don’t like being lonely.

It has been said that you can be lonely even in a crowd, and nowhere was that feeling truer than in the case of Jesus. Just before he was crucified, he predicted his particular loneliness in John 16:

"Though I have been speaking figuratively, a time is coming when I will no longer use this kind of language but will tell you plainly about my Father. In that day you will ask in my name. I am not saying that I will ask the Father on your behalf. No, the Father himself loves you because you have loved me and have believed that I came from God. I came from the Father and entered the world; now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father." 

Then Jesus' disciples said, "Now you are speaking clearly and without figures of speech. Now we can see that you know all things and that you do not even need to have anyone ask you questions. This makes us believe that you came from God." 

"You believe at last!" Jesus answered. "But a time is coming, and has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home. You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me. 

"I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world."

As Jesus began to speak to his disciples about his coming crucifixion, he mentions a seeming paradox—that he was “leaving the world and going back to the Father,” but that he would be left “all alone.” Yet even as he was alone, he was not alone, for his Father was with him. He would leave the disciples alone, yet they would be in him and have peace in him. What could Jesus mean?

The words of Jesus make no sense when we think of his humanity—for from the human perspective he was simply a man who lived well, died unjustly, and was raised from the dead. But they make perfect sense when we consider his divinity. As the eternal Son of the Father, he was one with the Father in the Trinity—he was the one who was “begotten of the Father from eternity, full of grace and truth.” For him, to be apart from his Father was a most unnatural experience. To be alone, without the Father and the Spirit, was unthinkable.

In the person of Jesus Christ, however, God did the unthinkable—he made his Son a human being, who experienced emotions, cried, ate, and slept— all without sin. And he sent his perfect Son to the cross to experience the ultimate isolation—to be rejected and despised, to be mocked and scorned, and to be forsaken eternally by his heavenly Father. While he was on the cross, he burned with the very fires of hell, as he was tortured for all the sins of all mankind. Never was a man as alone as Jesus was, the one who was to bear the sins of the world.
Yet in that experience, Jesus fulfilled the promise that “the prince of this world will be driven out.” By his suffering, he provided atonement for a world that deserved the fate he met. By his death, he showed that the suffering was complete, and that God’s righteous anger against us had been appeased and satisfied. In doing so, he overcame the world by his love for us, by his willingness “to lay down his life” for us.

We may be lonely, too, at times, for this world is still a very cruel place, filled with selfish people who seek their own good. We may have trouble for a time. But we need never worry about the eternal loneliness of hell, for that punishment was paid in full by Christ. We need never fear the rejection of the Father, for Christ was rejected in our place. We need never doubt the ongoing love of the Father, for through the Son we can be sure that “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?” And that same Christ has promised that “surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

Should I start to feel the pangs of rejection, the fear or guilt of sin, or the terrors of life, God grant me the wisdom to recall the comfort of his baptismal grace, the faith to seek him in his Word, and peace to know the assurance that “he will never leave me nor forsake me.” God grant this to each of us, through Jesus Christ our Lord!
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“I am not the Christ”

Phil Rehberger. American. Staff Minister. 6’0”. Brown Hair, Green(ish) Eyes. Social Security Number—oh, wait…I better not publish that!

I have just identified myself to you, to the world. I made a confession of the truth about myself. But even though each part of it was factual (notice I left out my weight!), it was not a confession of the Truth. To make a confession of the Truth, I would need to know and follow John the Baptist’s confession in John 1:

John testifies concerning him. He cries out, saying, "This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.' " From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known. 

Now this was John's testimony when the Jews of Jerusalem sent priests and Levites to ask him who he was. He did not fail to confess, but confessed freely, "I am not the Christ." 

They asked him, "Then who are you? Are you Elijah?" 
      He said, "I am not." 
      "Are you the Prophet?" 
      He answered, "No." 

Finally they said, "Who are you? Give us an answer to take back to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?" 

John replied in the words of Isaiah the prophet, "I am the voice of one calling in the desert, 'Make straight the way for the Lord.' " 

John the Baptist was asked by the religious authorities to identify himself, to tell them who he was. When asked, God tells us that John “did not fail to confess, but confessed freely, ‘I am not the Christ.’ “ He was willing to point away from himself and toward the one who was to come to reveal “grace and truth,” the one who “is at the Father’s side.” John renounced all the fame and praise of the crowds for the Truth.
Although this might seem a strange confession, we are often asked to make it as well. We are asked to make this same confession when people ask us to save them from their problems, or when we are asked for advice on how to solve the difficulties of life. We are asked for this confession when we ponder how to be right with God, or how to know what the Bible teaches. We are asked for our confession whenever this world tempts us to look to our own resources and wisdom to avoid or deal with sin.

So, how is our confession? If you are like me, your confession often was more often about what you thought than about God’s Truth. It may be that you also have sought to solve spiritual problems, only to have your efforts for yourself or others fall flat. It may be that you have not always pointed away from yourself, but have given your own opinions far too much credence.

If that is your case, as it is mine, then join with me in getting advice from the good confessor, John the Baptist, found later in John 1:

The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, "Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the one I meant when I said, 'A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.' I myself did not know him, but the reason I came baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to Israel." 

Then John gave this testimony: "I saw the Spirit come down from heaven as a dove and remain on him. I would not have known him, except that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, 'The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.' I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God."

When the troubles and worries of this life and our accumulated sin become too much for us to bear, we do well to join John in saying, “Look, the Lamb of God…” We do well to see the Son of God, the Savior, who came into the world to sacrifice himself for sinful man. We see him living a life without error, and healing the sick and diseased. We see him forgiving sin, and raising the dead. We see him carrying on his back the worries and troubles of this world, and doing so with the perfect servant’s heart.


And we see him willingly walking the way of suffering to the cross, there to suffer the eternal flames of hell on our behalf. We see him taking on himself “the sin of the world” that we might not die forever. We see him raising himself from the dead, to live and rule eternally for our good and for his glory. We see him pouring out his Spirit from on high, baptizing for the forgiveness of sins. All this he does because he is the Christ, God’s anointed one, the Savior of the world.

Today, lift up your eyes and see the Christ, raised from death, bearing his wounds, and believe. For he did what he came to do, and we are the ones who benefit. “By his wounds we are healed.” And that healing will give us the strength to join in John’s confession of the Truth, to point away from ourselves and towards the “Lamb of God” who alone has power and wisdom to save. May this be our good confession today and every day!
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“the time of God’s coming to you…”
In the old “B” westerns (“B” stands for “best”), the group of settlers is surrounded by hostile Indians, and things seem to be pretty bad. Not even the heroic and handsome scout who can shoot the eye off a needle seems to be able to save the day, much less the winsome lass who has fallen madly in love with him. Arrows fly everywhere, and the bodies are piling up. And then, off in the distance, a cloud of dust appears. Horses are coming! With riders! But is it the U.S. Cavalry, coming to save the day? Or is it more enemies, ensuring the destruction of the settlers? The initial joy might well change to despair. Who is coming, and will they save the people?
This same type of indecision about motives seems to have plagued the nation of Israel as they considered the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus’ indictment of their decision is recorded in Luke 19:

When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen: 
"Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!" 
      "Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!" 

Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, "Teacher, rebuke your disciples!" 

"I tell you," he replied, "if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out." 

As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and said, "If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes. The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every side. They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls. They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognize the time of God's coming to you."

Present on that first Palm Sunday were crowds of the people who “began joyfully to praise God in loud voices,” call Jesus “the king who comes in the name of the Lord!” But such rejoicing was tempered by the overall reaction of the Jews to this Savior—even though he was one who “would bring them peace,” he was not seen that way. Because of the hardness of their hearts, and their stubborn refusal to heed the Old Testament prophecies, this truth was “hidden from their eyes.” They “did not recognize” God when he came to them in human flesh.

God comes to us today, also, in his Word. He comes to point out sin, to condemn those who seek salvation without him, and to proclaim the truth of his eternal plan. But the reality is that often people don’t want to hear that message. They twist it, ignore it, challenge it, and despise it as weakness. They condemn those who proclaim it, and persecute them. They are jealous when it is proven true and vindictive when it appears to have failed. Nothing pleases this sinful world more than when God appears to be a liar and a fool.

I know this because I am in this sinful world, and I hear and see its blindness. Additionally, I know this because my heart also harbors a sinful grudge against God’s Word. It is constantly trying to solve problems without the Word, and regularly trying to steal God’s glory. My sinful heart wants me to be first, to be my own Savior, and then it suffers from its own blindness and lack of recognition. If my life were the judge, I could well say that I can’t really decide about Jesus either.
It is fortunate for me, then, that God’s plan of salvation does not depend at all upon my goodness or wisdom. It does not depend upon my recognition or feelings. Rather, it depends solely upon that perfect Lamb of God, Jesus Christ, who went to Jerusalem to testify to sin, and to suffer hell for sin. My sin. When he ascended his wooden throne of shame, he did so to be tortured for my self-importance. When he endured eternal separation from his Father, he did so that I might be declare righteous in God’s sight. When he proclaimed “It is finished,” he let me know that no single sin remained unpunished, but that all was now made whole in my relationship with God.

Jesus was the one who came to “bring us peace”—the peace of sins paid for, and guilt cancelled. He came to be a king “not of this world” but of a spiritual kingdom built by his death and established in the hearts of man through the work of the Holy Spirit. He came to work the great miracle of eternal life in me.

God gave this victory over sin, death and hell to me when he made me his child through baptism. He continues to come to me every time I study his Word, and every time I receive communion. In these means of grace “his coming” reminds me of my sin and unworthiness, and of his grace and pity for me in Christ. Every single day is another opportunity for the “time of his coming” to strengthen my faith and increase my love for him.

Soon, very soon, Jesus will return with glory one last time, to reveal all “secret things” and make plain all that is hidden. On that day, he will come with tremendous power and might—the eternal King of the world before whom “every knee will bow and every tongue confess” the truth that “Jesus is Lord.” We were made ready for that day by Christ’s first coming. We continue to prepare ourselves for that day every time he comes in his Word. May we, as his children, recognize in his first coming at Christmas, the importance of daily contact with his means of grace, that on that last coming we may not be ashamed! God grant us his grace, to that end!
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“in my Father’s house…”
WWJD? A while back there was a trend towards this phrase, “What Would Jesus Do?” It appeared on jewelry, bookmarks, and posters. The idea was that children would stop and ponder an action, and then decide what to do based on what Jesus would do. 

In a sense, asking this question is silly, because we do not know what Jesus would do in any given situation. All we can do is guess. But a few clues can be found to Jesus’ early life, especially in Luke 2:

Every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover. When he was twelve years old, they went up to the Feast, according to the custom. After the Feast was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it. Thinking he was in their company, they traveled on for a day. Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends. When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem to look for him. After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers. When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to him, "Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you." 

"Why were you searching for me?" he asked. "Didn't you know I had to be in my Father's house?" But they did not understand what he was saying to them. 

Then he went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them. But his mother treasured all these things in her heart. And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.

The things we find Jesus doing here are varied—we see him going with his family to Jerusalem, and participating in the custom. But we also find him staying behind in Jerusalem. When his parents went to look for him, we find Jesus in the temple, “sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.” We find him telling them that he had to be “in his Father’s house.” We find him obeying his sinful mother and going back to Nazareth with his parents. In short, we find him perfect.

This is where “WWJD?” begins to fall apart, for who can even understand, much less emulate, a perfect person? Was I, at the age of twelve, so interested in the study of God’s Word that I would risk my parents’ wrath? Was I so zealous for my heavenly Father’s house that all else paled in comparison? Even as an adult, do I anxiously lap up God’s Word and make it my first priority? Can I spend days doing nothing but learning God’s Word?
Or is it true that I often don’t even have the desire to do that? Isn’t it true that I too easily get bored with even an hour-long service once a week, and often don’t want to study God’s Word on my own at home? How can I do what Jesus would do, if I cannot even seem to listen intently for one hour in church?
Fortunately for us, the message of the Bible is not “do as Jesus did,” for if it were, we would all end up in hell. We cannot do as Jesus did. He is perfect, and we are not. Rather, the message of the Bible is all about what Jesus has done for us.

He was perfect in his study of the Word, even at age 12. He loved being in “his Father’s house,” and he loved to do his Father’s will. He knew that he was preparing himself for a specific purpose, and as he grew, he did so with perfect wisdom and perfect direction.

That purpose was to suffer hell on the cross for the sins of imperfect people such as you and me. That purpose was to die on that cross to complete his act of redemption. That purpose was to raise himself from the dead, in power, to prove that his payment was enough to satisfy God’s demands. His purpose was to do what we could not do, so that we could be free from the persistent demands of the Law.

When we were baptized, the name of Jesus was placed on us, and his righteousness was given to us as our “glorious dress.” His perfection was credited to us, his holy deeds declared to be ours. His perfect desires and holy life were placed into us, and his wonderful relationship with his Father was considered to be ours by mercy.

That perfect “new man” already has the desire to do what is right, and has the power to follow Jesus. That perfect “new man” is strengthened through the Word and Sacraments, and encouraged by the message of the Gospel. He struggles against the sinful self, and looks to God for encouragement, and direction, and forgiveness.

Ephesians 2 points out what Jesus has done for us, even when we were dead in our sins:

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.
Therefore, perhaps a better question than “What Would Jesus Do?” is “What Has Jesus Done?” (WHJD?) The answer is, he has done everything we need, and through faith, he has given it to us as a free gift. Praise be our God, who was perfect, and died, for us!
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“A man called Barabbas…”
Peeking out from the pages of history are those footnote people, people who seem to fill a particular role in history. One such person at the time of Jesus was Barabbas, a criminal captured by the Romans. His story is told briefly in Mark 15:

Very early in the morning, the chief priests, with the elders, the teachers of the law and the whole Sanhedrin, reached a decision. They bound Jesus, led him away and handed him over to Pilate. 

"Are you the king of the Jews?" asked Pilate. 
      "Yes, it is as you say," Jesus replied. 

The chief priests accused him of many things. So again Pilate asked him, "Aren't you going to answer? See how many things they are accusing you of." 

But Jesus still made no reply, and Pilate was amazed. 

Now it was the custom at the Feast to release a prisoner whom the people requested. A man called Barabbas was in prison with the insurrectionists who had committed murder in the uprising. The crowd came up and asked Pilate to do for them what he usually did.

As Mark describes him, Barabbas was an opportunist—one who had raised up against the government, murdered people, and was captured by the Romans and imprisoned. They were likely going to kill him in a public way, probably by crucifixion, as an example for others. His fate was certain, and his death was imminent. The only thing that could save him was an unusual act of clemency by the Roman governor. Mark 15 describes how Barabbas got his freedom:

"Do you want me to release to you the king of the Jews?" asked Pilate, knowing it was out of envy that the chief priests had handed Jesus over to him. But the chief priests stirred up the crowd to have Pilate release Barabbas instead. 

"What shall I do, then, with the one you call the king of the Jews?" Pilate asked them. 

"Crucify him!" they shouted. 

"Why? What crime has he committed?" asked Pilate. 
      But they shouted all the louder, "Crucify him!" 

Wanting to satisfy the crowd, Pilate released Barabbas to them. He had Jesus flogged, and handed him over to be crucified.

Barabbas was the victim of a substitution—Pilate had asked whom the people wanted released, the one called Jesus, in whom Pilate had found no crime; or Barabbas, the convicted and guilty murderer. The choice was obvious to anyone—that the guilty should be punished, and the innocent set free. It was only logical.
However, logic died the day Jesus went on trial, for Jesus had to suffer and die, so that the Scriptures might be fulfilled. He was sent to trial before Pilate not by the will of men, or by a Roman government, but by the eternal plan of God. Jesus had to die not only for the vacillations of Pilate, and the hatred of the Pharisees, and the fickleness of the Jewish crowds; he had to die for you and for and for Barabbas. He was the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world,” and it was to fulfill the Scriptures that Jesus found himself before Pilate that day.
And so Jesus walked willingly to the cross, to keep his Father’s will. Pilate handed Jesus over to be crucified, there to suffer hell and rejection from God. When he had made complete payment for sin, he died and won a final victory. But another miracle happened on that day—Barabbas was set free. 

Our sense of fairness might rebel at such a travesty of justice, until we ponder the fact that Barabbas is no different from any of us. While the spotless Son of God was dying, we walked away from suffering without a scratch. Even though our guilt was just as certain as his, we too were released from the due penalty for our ways, and allowed to live. Barabbas is each of us, for in Christ’s death we are set free.

We don’t know what happened to Barabbas after he was released—perhaps it doesn’t matter. He may have continued his path towards destruction, thinking he had escaped due to “a lucky break.” He may have been at the cross and seen the one who suffered for him, and pondered his fate. We just don’t know.
Instead, let us ponder our escape from crucifixion. Let us ask ourselves, “What should I do with a new lease on life? Where should I go now?” If I ignore the man on the cross, freedom probably means that I have another chance to sin, and suffer, and die. But for those who, by the grace of God, have been called to faith in Jesus, there is no question—we seek to go to the cross, and understand the depth of the love shown there, recognize our own unworthiness of that love, and grieve over the sins that led to that unjust death. And then we turn, rejoicing in the love of God that gave us freedom, and offer our lives as “living sacrifices” to the One who died for us. Such a “thanksgiving gift” is a small reflection of a greater sacrifice of life by the Son of God, our Savior, Jesus Christ. May God move us to remember our freedom, and give just such a gift willingly to the one who was crucified for us!
This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 11-16-06 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.

“I will…”
Predicting the future is always a dangerous exercise. It involves a certain wisdom, and a certain foolishness. For who can say exactly what will happen in the future? Yet we all do things that attempt to predict the future—making plans for trips, investing, buying insurance, planning our days, and so forth. Some work out; others don’t. But we all make the effort to say “I will…”
On the night that Jesus was betrayed, he spoke to his disciples about their views, his view, and his heavenly Father’s view of the future. The exchange is recorded in Matthew 26 for our understanding and growth in the faith:

Then Jesus told them, "This very night you will all fall away on account of me, for it is written: 
   " 'I will strike the shepherd, 
      and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.' But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee." 

Peter replied, "Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will." 

"I tell you the truth," Jesus answered, "this very night, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times." 

But Peter declared, "Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you." And all the other disciples said the same.

After Jesus instituted Holy Communion, he told the disciples that “this very night” they would all “fall away” from him, because the Father had promised that he would “strike the shepherd.” But Jesus also pointed out that he would go ahead of them into Galilee after he had risen. Peter and the other disciples seem to have missed the major point, and rather came up with their own affirmations. Each declared that “I will never” fall away from Jesus, even after Jesus told them that they would. They were sure of the future, and predicted confidently and perhaps defiantly.

And wrongly. For the evidence of the next verses tells us that indeed the heavenly Father did “strike the shepherd” and that the sheep were scattered. All of them did indeed abandon the Christ. And Peter did indeed disown Christ three times. The predictions of the Son of God came true, despite the confident affirmations of the disciples to the contrary.

It might be easy for us to see in the disciples the most foolish type of pride, contradicting the eternal and omniscient Son of God who had come to fulfill a promise made thousands of years ago. But then I would need to ask myself if there are indeed times that I have made promises that I could not keep. I would then need to examine the “plank” in my own eye, and see if I have guaranteed future behavior, or future results, that no one could ever ensure. The fact that these promises haven fallen flat only confirms my suspicion that Peter and I share an essential nature—that we are not God, nor can we know what will happen to us. To claim otherwise is to sin, and invite humiliation.
But the foretelling of Jesus was not completed for the night. Matthew 26 tells us more:

Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to them, "Sit here while I go over there and pray." He took Peter and the two sons of Zebedee along with him, and he began to be sorrowful and troubled. Then he said to them, "My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch with me." 

Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will." 

Then he returned to his disciples and found them sleeping. "Could you men not keep watch with me for one hour?" he asked Peter. "Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak." 

He went away a second time and prayed, "My Father, if it is not possible for this cup to be taken away unless I drink it, may your will be done." 

When he came back, he again found them sleeping, because their eyes were heavy. So he left them and went away once more and prayed the third time, saying the same thing. 

Then he returned to the disciples and said to them, "Are you still sleeping and resting? Look, the hour is near, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners. Rise, let us go! Here comes my betrayer!"

As if to provide a perfect counter-example, Jesus took three of his disciples to the Garden of Gethsemane, and there he prayed about his future. He asked for his Father to take away “this cup” of suffering from his future. But he continued by noting “not as I will, but as you will.” Three times this prayer was uttered, and three times he received no reply. He did not sin in his prayer, as had Peter and the other disciples, but he approached the throne of grace in humility. And he received his answer. On his third return, he said that “the hour is near, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.” He knew that this was the Father’s will, and so he accepted it willingly and went to his death.

Jesus knew that it was for just such pride—just such boastful confidence as Peter and the other disciples and you and I have—that he had to suffer the pain of hell, and die. He knew that his Father had planned his birth and life’s events to lead to this moment, when he would be tortured by men, tempted by the devil, and forsaken by God. All of this was his Father’s will, and it would not change. That will was preordained, and in love and obedience he set aside his desires, and followed that will to hell, and death, and the grave.

But that will of God did not leave him in the grave. It restored him to life on Easter Sunday, and lifted him up to the heavens. It moved the Spirit to come on Pentecost, to create faith in the hearts of the apostles. It spread the message of Christ’s resurrection abroad, so that all who had been called from eternity might be gathered and brought in “the glorious light” of the Savior. God’s will was working mightily to take the message of salvation everywhere that God wanted it to go.

That same message of grace is still sent out through the working of that same Spirit, by the same will of God. God has not finished his work, nor completed his will. He still proclaims his truth from the pulpit, and whispers his gospel through the pages of his Word. He still has “sheep of other flocks” that he is working to bring into his fold. He still carries out his individual plans of salvation for each one whom he loves and has called according to his grace.
For this is his will. And his will is eternal, revealed through the prophets and apostles, and made perfect in Jesus Christ. His will is not the will of sinful men, who guess at the future—it is the holy and perfect plan of a holy and perfect God who knows all things. Through his Word we learn that will, and by faith, receive it as our own as the gift of God. May God continue to work this miracle of faith in us, that we repeat with our Savior, “Not as I will, but as you will, O Lord!”

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 11-15-06 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.

“because of me”
What if a person came to your town, wearing only the clothes on his back, and preaching that “the kingdom of heaven is near?” How would you feel about him?

Now what if that person did spectacular miracles—healing the sick, raising the dead, driving out demons from people—how would you feel towards him?

Jesus answers both of these questions in Matthew 10, when he gives direction to his disciples regarding the last times:

These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions: "Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel. As you go, preach this message: 'The kingdom of heaven is near.' Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out demons. Freely you have received, freely give. Do not take along any gold or silver or copper in your belts; take no bag for the journey, or extra tunic, or sandals or a staff; for the worker is worth his keep. 

"Whatever town or village you enter, search for some worthy person there and stay at his house until you leave. As you enter the home, give it your greeting. If the home is deserving, let your peace rest on it; if it is not, let your peace return to you. If anyone will not welcome you or listen to your words, shake the dust off your feet when you leave that home or town. I tell you the truth, it will be more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for that town. I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves. 

"Be on your guard against men; they will hand you over to the local councils and flog you in their synagogues. On my account you will be brought before governors and kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles. But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that time you will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you. 

"Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved. When you are persecuted in one place, flee to another. I tell you the truth, you will not finish going through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man comes. 

"A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master. It is enough for the student to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master. If the head of the house has been called Beelzebub, how much more the members of his household!

Being sent out by Jesus was evidently going to involve a bit of a rollercoaster ride—Jesus had sent them out with the message of repentance, accompanied by miraculous signs. They were to go to the “lost sheep of Israel” with the news of forgiveness of sins in his name. What a wonderful job! 
But Jesus also noted that this message would lead to arrest, trial, and death. He even indicates that “all men will hate you because of me.” They should expect that they would receive the same treatment that Jesus himself had received. Just as he had been called the devil, so they would be called such a terrible name. Through it all, they would testify to the truth of God’s Word by the “Spirit of your Father speaking through you.”

Why all this hatred? Because of the approach? Because of the miracles? Because of the position?

No, it was because of Jesus. For Jesus is the spotless Son of God, who never sinned. What he says is always true, and always right. What he does is perfect. And that perfection is something sinful men hate. They hate it because “their deeds are evil” and Jesus testifies to that evil. They hate it because it condemns them as unworthy, and it reveals the final judgment of an eternity in hell for that unworthiness.
Each of us has this evil hatred of God lurking within us—none of us wants to hear our sins and know the extent of our evil. All mankind is in a state of rebellion against the Lord of heaven and earth, and therefore the hatred for those who point out that evil comes from within each of us. That hatred might express itself in indifference to God’s Word, hard feelings, or shunning; it may take on the more sinister tone of verbal attacks, anger, or even physical violence. Mankind’s hatred towards God is complete and utter, and the only sure thing is that no man can remove it by himself.

This intense, bubbling cauldron of spite contrasts completely with the eternal love of God. The active hatred of mankind for the Son of God drove it to persecute him, to mock him, to test him, to sneer and doubt and ignore him, and finally, to put him on trial and comdemn him to death. The only way this fiery pit of damnation could shut up his calm accusations was to nail him on a cross and to there see him die.

Miracle of miracles, however, when Jesus was on the cross suffering the anger of a world whose sins were revealed, he was not there by the will of man, but by the will of his Father. Isaiah 53 reminds us:

Yet it was the LORD's will to crush him and cause him to suffer, 
       and though the LORD makes his life a guilt offering, 
       he will see his offspring and prolong his days, 
       and the will of the LORD will prosper in his hand. 

After the suffering of his soul, 
       he will see the light of life and be satisfied; 
       by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, 
       and he will bear their iniquities. 
It was because of the hatred of mankind, and through the evil inflicted by that hatred, that God chose to work his plan of salvation. It was because man could not be perfect that Jesus had to give his perfection as “a guilt offering.” It was for our hatred of Jesus that Jesus gave up his life as a redeeming gift of grace, a single offering that paid all debts of all time for mankind. It was because of our rebellion that Christ’s obedience was necessary, and for us he died even as our sins put him on the cross.
Such an understanding of the glory and mercy of our God shocks us—it helps us to understand just how little we have to do with this tremendous act of love. It creates a new humility within us, for it convinces us that none of this is from us—“it is a gift of God, not by human works, so that no one can boast.” And it moves us to love him who loved us even when we hated him.

On the last day of the world, very soon, Jesus will return again in glory to judge all mankind. By his grace, on that day he will proclaim his final judgment. For those who, in their sin, have continued to rebel and hate him, there will be an eternity of suffering in hell. But for those, who by his mercy, have been brought to faith, there will a “new dawn” of eternal life and peace. On that day they will be declared his beloved and brought into his kingdom of heaven. And on that day, they will confess that this miracle of redemption was carried out all “because of Jesus.”
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“But I tell you”
In recent elections, fact-checking has become an increasingly important skill. Candidates present so many different speeches on so many different topics that it is difficult to keep up with everything that is said. They may even forget what they said. Fact-checking helps us to remember what was said before, so that we can be consistent. Perhaps the greatest fact-checker ever was Jesus, who did many things “to fulfill all righteousness.” One such example is found in Matthew 5:

"You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.' But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, 'Raca,' is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, 'You fool!' will be in danger of the fire of hell. 

"You have heard that it was said, 'Do not commit adultery.' But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell. 

"It has been said, 'Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.' But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who marries the divorced woman commits adultery. 

"Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not break your oath, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.' But I tell you, Do not swear at all: either by heaven, for it is God's throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one. 

"You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

"You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
Six different times in Matthew 5, Jesus quoted the Old Testament laws in discussing sin. And six different times in that chapter, he repeated the words, “But I tell you.” Six times he extended the possibility for sin from God’s law to a greater degree, and six different times he condemned sins not only of word or action, but even of thought. Jesus was perfect in his understanding of God’s Word, and perfect in his application of that same Word. He understood that God demanded perfection from all men—from Jesus, from you, from me.
Although it might be easy for any of us to look at the mistakes, gaffes, and contradictions of politicians, that should not be our primary concern. Rather, God calls on us to examine ourselves and see if we have been completely consistent. Have we gotten angry at others? Have we looked at others lustfully? Have we had a divorce, except for marital unfaithfulness? Have we sworn? Have we resisted a person who tries to hurt us? Have we loved our enemies and prayed for those who persecute us? If we have been perfect, then we can claim the title “sons of the Father in heaven.” If not, than we rightly deserve to be “thrown into hell.”

It is because we are not “perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect” that Christ had to be perfect in our place. It is because we have not loved our enemies that he had to show his love to us, his enemies, in his birth and life. It is because we have been angry, sworn, lusted, hated, resisted, and done all manner of evil that Christ had to be the perfect substitute for us in suffering. He came to place his perfect life on display, to be mocked and jeered, to be hung as a spectacle, to suffer the rejection of both God and man, and finally to die—in our place. He came to free us from sin and to pay the “wages of sin” once for all mankind. He died that we might live.
By the miracle of faith in the sacrament of Baptism, the perfect life of Christ was placed on us even as our sins were taken away. On that day we were declared righteous in God’s sight, and our sins were not counted against us. On that day the score of sin was settled in our favor, and peace with God and ourselves was secured. On that day we were set free.

Our freedom had a tremendous price—the blood of Jesus Christ. But that price was gladly given and counted by the Savior, for his love for us is beyond compare—beyond counting.  His willing sacrifice changed everything in our lives—our guilt, our destiny, our relationships, our understandings, our will, our patience—everything. 

In Christ, we gain the understanding of God’s Law that Christ himself had—we gain the same Spirit that moved Christ to extend the Law into perfection. In Christ, we also gain the desire to be perfect, and to dare to examine ourselves honestly and understand that we still sin. And in Christ, we gain the confidence to approach the throne of grace with those sins, and there find comfort, healing, and forgiveness.
Three times in our Sunday morning worship service yesterday, our pastor told us that our sins were forgiven. That message was repeated also several times in the sermon. That message is the same as this E-mailed devotion, for in Christ the message of forgiveness shines through loud and clear. Whenever we sin, Jesus repeats himself and tells us, “But I tell you, I died that you might live.” God grant that we take this message to heart, and count only the good deeds of Christ won for us by his death!
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“New treasures as well as old”

Why do people go to rummage sales?

This question has always puzzled me.  It seems to me that a person is just getting things that they will some day put into a rummage sale of their own.  It has always seemed to me a passing of the junk.

A person who likes rummage sales, however, might vigorously object to my attitude.  She (like my wife) might say that there are good quality items to be had, for a fraction of the cost of the new.  She might point out children’s shoes or clothing, or toys and videos.  And she would be right.

But I think another part of it is “the hunt.”  I think she would admit she likes going to see what is there, and loves the thrill of finding something she had never thought of before, that serves a use in the house.  And she would probably be right in this, too.

Believe it or not, his same idea of finding both value and novelty is found in Matthew 13, but the topic here is the kingdom of God:

He said to them, "Therefore every teacher of the law who has been instructed about the kingdom of heaven is like the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as old."

In this short parable, Jesus points out that to hear the Word of God, to belong to the Kingdom of God, provides both value and novelty.

Some of the things we hear in God’s Word are what we expect.  We hear there that God demands perfection, and that we cannot ever fulfill that demand.  We hear that he condemns all who fail to be perfect.  We hear that because of our failure we deserve to go to hell.  This is a hard teaching to hear, for sure, but not one unfamiliar to a student of the Bible.

But we also hear that the Savior, Jesus, came to give us pardon and peace.  We hear that his plan involved coming to earth, living spotlessly, and dying on our behalf, to suffer hell for us.  We hear that because of this sacrifice, God has declared us “not guilty” of sin, and that we may join him in heaven eternally.  This is a joyful teaching to hear, and again, not unfamiliar to a person who seeks to know God in His Word.

But along with these two “old” teachings of Law and Gospel come an infinite number of “new” teachings, in which God opens up his will and shows us his “things hidden from before creation.”  All of them are available to us through the Word of God, by the working on the Holy Spirit.

God has promised this all to us through His Word.  Every time we hear or read it, we gain new insight and understanding.  These treasures are not just for this life, but are treasures stored up for us in heaven, which we can share with a world that is dying of sin.  These treasures are freely given to us, and we can freely give them to others.  But all of them come from the “store room” of the means of grace, the revelation of God.  

God grant us the wisdom to stock up on treasures, “old” and “new,” through the study of the Word!
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“pure offerings”
Leftovers. If you are like me, it is the rare leftover that really excites you. The very term indicates that the food is second-hand, that someone else has gotten first choice. At times, the food may be old, or cold, or both. It may not taste as good. Leftovers are not the choice meal—they are, well, leftovers.

In our society today, God often receives “leftovers.” These may be leftover hours at the end of a day or week, leftover money in an offering plate, or leftover thoughts after a hectic day of work. God speaks about his view of “leftovers” in Malachi 1:

"A son honors his father, and a servant his master. If I am a father, where is the honor due me? If I am a master, where is the respect due me?" says the LORD Almighty. "It is you, O priests, who show contempt for my name. 
      "But you ask, 'How have we shown contempt for your name?' 

"You place defiled food on my altar. 
      "But you ask, 'How have we defiled you?' 
      "By saying that the LORD's table is contemptible. When you bring blind animals for sacrifice, is that not wrong? When you sacrifice crippled or diseased animals, is that not wrong? Try offering them to your governor! Would he be pleased with you? Would he accept you?" says the LORD Almighty. 

"Now implore God to be gracious to us. With such offerings from your hands, will he accept you?"-says the LORD Almighty. 

"Oh, that one of you would shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires on my altar! I am not pleased with you," says the LORD Almighty, "and I will accept no offering from your hands. My name will be great among the nations, from the rising to the setting of the sun. In every place incense and pure offerings will be brought to my name, because my name will be great among the nations," says the LORD Almighty. 

"But you profane it by saying of the Lord's table, 'It is defiled,' and of its food, 'It is contemptible.' And you say, 'What a burden!' and you sniff at it contemptuously," says the LORD Almighty. 
      "When you bring injured, crippled or diseased animals and offer them as sacrifices, should I accept them from your hands?" says the LORD. "Cursed is the cheat who has an acceptable male in his flock and vows to give it, but then sacrifices a blemished animal to the Lord. For I am a great king," says the LORD Almighty, "and my name is to be feared among the nations.

At the time of Malachi, God accused the priests of “showing contempt for his name” by giving to God “defiled food”—animals that were blind, crippled, or diseased. Such animals could not be used for other purposes. They were leftovers of the flock, but the priests considered them good enough for God. For such an act made the priest out to be a “cheat” and stole glory from the “great king” whose name “is to be feared among the nations.”

God’s views on leftovers have not changed, even though the way we worship God has changed. God continues to express his view of mankind’s “cheating” of him in the First Commandment, where he commands all men to “have no other gods.” There, Luther explains, we are to “fear, love and trust in God above all things.”
This means that God deserves our best time, our first offerings, and our most immediate attention. He is to be the one who is most important to us, for his “name is great” all over the world. A “great king” demands our best. To do less is to earn his wrath and eternal judgment, and to fall under the curse of the one who holds all things in the palm of his hand.

As if to demonstrate this attitude of sacrifice, God chose from eternity to give his best for mankind. He chose in love to send his only-begotten Son, the one he loved, into this world to be born a man. That Son of God lived his life without sin, showing what it means to keep the First Commandment. That Son of God only gave “pure offerings” to his heavenly Father.

And the greatest offering this obedient Son gave his heavenly Father was his willing death on the cross. Hebrews 12 tells us that he is the “author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame.” He rejected all temptations to idolatry of self, and instead took the “cup of suffering” from his Father’s hand and emptied it to the very bottom. He died in our place, giving his own life completely for the sins of mankind, willingly and lovingly. He gave his Father the best sacrifice of all.

In doing so, he also sacrificed for us, once for all, that all mankind might be saved. “By his wounds we are healed,” Isaiah reminds us. God the Father declared his death to be ours, and proclaimed on that day the entire debt of sin paid. The perfect life of Jesus was given to mankind as a free gift. The “firstfruits” of Christ were sufficient for our redemption. His gift was enough to forgive our sins.

The message of God’s grace takes that perfect gift of forgiveness and applies it to us. When we were brought to faith, we were given God’s best gift of life, free of charge, a gift that washes away all sins and opens the gates of heaven. This forgiveness of sins is ours because God chose us to be its recipients from eternity, to enjoy the generosity of Christ despite our sins.
For those who hear the message of God’s gift—the truth of the “good news” that Christ has solved our problem of sin by his sacrifice—the question of what kind of offerings to bring to God is no question at all. The One who gave us his own Son deserves our full attention. The One who pours out the “riches of heaven” in Christ deserves our best gifts. The One who planned our salvation before Creation deserves our constant thanks and praise. Only those who do not know, or do not want, God’s forgiveness could possibly even dare to bring blemished sacrifices to this “great king.” God grant that we always understand the greatness of our God, made flesh in Jesus, and bring our “pure offerings” of thanksgiving from a heart full of his love!
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“I will bring you home”

Home is where the heart is. At the end of the day, what is better than coming home, relaxing, and taking it easy? All the worries and cares of the day slip away, and we get to have supper, enjoy our families, take some time off, talk, smile and finally sleep. Coming home is very nice.

It’s very nice, that is, when it is comforting. I suspect that I would be less enamored of it if my house were on fire, or if I was beaten and abused when I went home, or I had no place to call home at all. Then home might be a trial and an ordeal, and not very nice at all.

So what kind of home do we have? I suppose that depends on what home I am looking at…here or in the future. In Zepheniah 3, God gives us a picture of he home he longs to bring us to:
The LORD your God is with you, 
       he is mighty to save. 
       He will take great delight in you, 
       he will quiet you with his love, 
       he will rejoice over you with singing." 

"The sorrows for the appointed feasts 
       I will remove from you; 
       they are a burden and a reproach to you. 

At that time I will deal 
       with all who oppressed you; 
       I will rescue the lame 
       and gather those who have been scattered. 
       I will give them praise and honor 
       in every land where they were put to shame. 

At that time I will gather you; 
       at that time I will bring you home. 
       I will give you honor and praise 
       among all the peoples of the earth 
       when I restore your fortunes 
       before your very eyes," 
       says the LORD.

The home that God longs to bring us to is described as a place of refuge—a place where “sorrows” are removed, oppression is dealt with, the lame are rescued, and the scattered are gathered. It is a place where shame is changed to “praise and honor” and God will “restore your fortunes.” What a home! What a homecoming!

Does this sound like your earthly home? Me, neither. Although home is a place of comfort, it still contains sinful people (one more after I arrive) who tend to do wrong. Although it is a refuge, it still has turmoil and trouble and disagreement and hurtful words, actions and thoughts. Although it can be peaceful, it also can be full of trouble, primarily caused by me.

So this promised “home” must be something other than my creation—it must be a creation of God. The nature of this creation is found in the person of Jesus Christ, who is the one who has built a “heavenly dwelling” through his innocent and righteous life. He was the one who was “mighty to save” us from the sins of mankind, for the tendency of each of us to break the peace of our homes, and to cause our families trouble. He was the only one who can provide the perfect home that we so long for, a place of ultimate comfort.

But strangely enough, that place of comfort is found at a location of torture. At the cross of Calvary, we see the wrath of God poured out on this mighty, helpless Son of God. There we can count the cost of our malice, and there we can see the debt of sin paid once for all by a suffering “Lamb of God” who would not even open his mouth to defend himself. At the cross, we find a place where we need not fear, or hide, or despair. In his wounds, we find rescue.
Our place in the “family of God” was assured when we were baptized into the name of the Trinity. On that day, we were made “heirs of salvation” for the sake of Christ, and given an “inheritance that will not perish, spoil or fade.” On that day, we were forgiven for every sin—past, present, and future—and set free to live a life of service to our LORD.

This place of comfort and peace is for us, because of Christ. Right now, we live in a corrupted world, amid work and sadness. But someday, very soon, our Savior will come again in glory. And on that day, we will know that “all things” have worked together for our Savior to finally “bring us home.”
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“he will be their peace”
So, today I voted. I went down to the balloting place, and filled in the circles, and walked out. Now I have to deal with what happens next.

Will the people I voted for get elected? Will the issues I favor be favored by others? Will I be in the majority or the minority?

And even if I do “get my way,” will the people I voted for do what they said they would do? Will the ballot issues turn out the way they were predicted? Or could there be motives and changes that undo my careful research and voting?

I suspect that most of us would call voting “an inexact science” at best. Few of us would claim to know the future, and most would say that they can think of at least one elected official who failed to do everything he promised to do during the election. I suppose the more I think about such things, the less sure I might feel. Where can I go for assurance that it will all work out?
The answer to today’s question is given to me by something I read in the Bible today, in Micah 5:

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

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

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

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

And he will be their peace. 

Regardless of how the election turns out, I can focus not on my vote, or on the actions of men, but on one who is “Israel’s ruler,” whose “origins are from of old.” Regardless of men’s sins (and they are many), I can understand and realize that there is one who is able to “stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of the LORD,” and who will allow me to “live securely.” Regardless of what the future holds, I can trust in one who has come so that he can be my “peace.” I can “lift my eyes” to Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world, and find in him reassurance and peace.

For, unlike any other man, Jesus was the one who never lied, or never changed his mind. His entire life was one of absolute devotion to his heavenly Father. He never once swayed from his Father’s will, or from his divine purpose. He came to live perfectly, and to be perfectly reliable.

He completed that purpose when he willingly took on himself the punishment of sin and gave up his life for the sins of the world. On that day he reconciled the world to himself by his sacrifice, and solved mankind’s eternal spiritual problems once for all mankind. His death assured me that God’s wrath against sin was paid for, and the guilt of my worries and fears was placed on Christ. He died that I might be assured that I am forgiven.
By my baptism, he placed that salvation and forgiveness of sins on me like a seal. When he preaches his Word, he strengthens that faith and gives me confidence that he still loves me and cares for me. When I take Communion, he feeds me his body and blood, given and shed for me for the forgiveness of sins.

The entire act of Christ’s redemption for me, and his act of crediting me with this forgiveness, is done to give me peace—peace with God, peace with others, and peace with myself. He is truly my “peace,” for he is the one who allows me to “live securely.”

So I voted today, and I fretted over that vote. That was a sin. But God the Father voted all the more surely, when he chose me, and that vote is secure, for it is marked in the blood of Jesus his own Son. That vote will not change nor “go bad.” No one can take away the results of that election. That vote has far more impact on my life that any election choice I can make, for that vote opens the gates of paradise for me and assures me of God’ love forever.

Praise be to God for his vote for me, today and every day!
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“Even now”
When is it too late?

I began to wonder this the other day, when I noticed that I had missed a deadline. Perhaps you are familiar with the feeling. You see the date, and say “Oh, no.” Then you begin to wonder just how bad it could be. When you find out, you make phone calls to find out if there is some way to still get the deed done—some way to get special consideration and make amends. But rarely does it work. Often, it is simply too late.

The Book of Joel tells about the coming of a mighty army, compared to an army of locusts. Joel 2 describes this terrible scene:

Blow the trumpet in Zion; 
       sound the alarm on my holy hill. 
       Let all who live in the land tremble, 
       for the day of the LORD is coming. 
       It is close at hand- 

a day of darkness and gloom, 
       a day of clouds and blackness. 
       Like dawn spreading across the mountains 
       a large and mighty army comes, 
       such as never was of old 
       nor ever will be in ages to come. 

Before them fire devours, 
       behind them a flame blazes. 
       Before them the land is like the garden of Eden, 
       behind them, a desert waste— 
       nothing escapes them. 

The coming of this mighty army is said to be “the day of the LORD.” This day is to be “a day of darkness and gloom,” which changes the land “like the garden of Eden” into “a desert waste.” This mighty army destroys all before it, and none can stand in their path.

This mighty army was the army of God’s wrath on a stubborn and idolatrous people—people who ignored the stern warnings of the prophets and forgot the commands of their God. For such people, their path into apostasy was long and luxurious—it began when their forefathers worshipped other gods, and now it had become part of their culture and lifestyle. For that hardened sin, God was sending a terrible consequence. Now, what would they do in their day of judgment?

God tells them in Joel 2:

"Even now," declares the LORD, 
       "return to me with all your heart, 
       with fasting and weeping and mourning." 

Rend your heart 
       and not your garments. 
       Return to the LORD your God, 
       for he is gracious and compassionate, 
       slow to anger and abounding in love, 
       and he relents from sending calamity. 

Who knows? He may turn and have pity 
       and leave behind a blessing— 
       grain offerings and drink offerings 
       for the LORD your God. 

 The good advice of Joel was to “return to the LORD” with “all your heart.” This desperate action of changing paths was not only in response to the terror of the judgment, but also in view of God’s qualities—that he is “gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love.” In view of God’s mercy, turn to the LORD and be saved.
Today, also, mankind is involved in a headlong rush into judgment. Mankind still today tends to turn away from the true God and follows its own sinful paths. Mankind today still brings on itself judgment and condemnation and God’s terrible wrath. Sin is just as common, and just as entrenched, in my life, as it was the day of the prophet Joel.
Therefore, today, God commands mankind to turn from its evil—to understand the coming Last Day of Judgment, and to “seek the LORD while he may be found.” On that last day, all sin will be condemned, and all sinners will be sent to hell, where “their worm will not die and their fire will not be quenched, and they will be loathsome to all mankind.” On that last day, there will be no more time to change minds. 
But because mankind cannot change its essential nature, and cannot choose God, God chose mankind to be the recipients of his mercy. Because we cannot come to God, he came to us in the person of Christ Jesus, to show us the “mercy of God” in human form. He took on himself the “likeness of a servant” to “humble himself and become obedient unto death—even death on a cross.” God came to turn our hearts from ourselves and towards him.

When God turns us to him, we see his merciful plan of salvation carried out in Jesus Christ, who took on himself the condemnation of sin when he was crucified on the cross. We find in Christ our needed Savior, the “Word made flesh” who redeemed us “from our empty way of life” by his sacrifice. We have, by the gift of the Holy Spirit, a new relationship with God and complete assurance of sins paid in full by the work of our Messiah, Jesus.

The last verse of Joel 2 completes this view of God by pointing out:

And everyone who calls 
       on the name of the LORD will be saved; 
       for on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem 
       there will be deliverance, 
       as the LORD has said, 
       among the survivors 
       whom the LORD calls.
Today, in his Word, God has called you to turn from your sins, and to call on “the name of the LORD.” Today, he promises that such a call will be answered with “deliverance.” He reminds us that everyone who calls on this name “will be saved” from condemnation. And he invites you to consider this mercy of God as you see the day of the LORD approaching, and the world slowly winding down.

Tomorrow? Who knows. That may be too late. Today, as we see the “army” approaching, may we see in it an opportunity to recognize our sins, and flee to the “mercy seat” of God, and there find healing and help in Jesus Christ. To that end may God send his Holy Spirit among us!
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“I will betroth you”
So, I was looking at my wife’s finger the other day, and I noticed that she was no longer wearing the engagement ring I had given her on Thanksgiving, 1988. I wondered what happened to it.

When I asked her, she said, “Oh, I gave it away to my boyfriend. I hope you don’t mind. You can always buy me another one, right?”

No, she didn’t really say that, thankfully. That would have been the one response that would have really made my blood boil. When I gave her the ring, I intended it for one purpose—that she continue to wear it. If she would have given it away, I would have been upset, and would not be minded to give her more gifts to give away. I guess I am just sort of old-fashioned that way.

A similar situation presents itself in the Old Testament book of Hosea. The children of Israel had been given blessings of field and flock, and told to give of those blessings to God. But like a wife of adultery, Israel had given these gifts to “other lovers.” Therefore, God pronounced the following judgment upon Israel in Hosea 2:

She has not acknowledged that I was the one 
       who gave her the grain, the new wine and oil, 
       who lavished on her the silver and gold— 
       which they used for Baal. 

"Therefore I will take away my grain when it ripens, 
       and my new wine when it is ready. 
       I will take back my wool and my linen, 
       intended to cover her nakedness. 

So now I will expose her lewdness 
       before the eyes of her lovers; 
       no one will take her out of my hands. 

I will stop all her celebrations: 
       her yearly festivals, her New Moons, 
       her Sabbath days—all her appointed feasts. 

I will ruin her vines and her fig trees, 
       which she said were her pay from her lovers; 
       I will make them a thicket, 
       and wild animals will devour them. 

I will punish her for the days 
       she burned incense to the Baals; 
       she decked herself with rings and jewelry, 
       and went after her lovers, 
       but me she forgot," 
       declares the LORD. 

The sin of Israel was in her failure of acknowledgement—her unwillingness to admit that the blessings of grain, wine, oil, silver and gold were from the only true God. When Israel “burned incense to the Baals” and “went after her lovers,” she earned the LORD’s enmity and punishment for her sin. Part of that punishment was that the LORD would take away his physical blessings, put a stop to her “celebrations,” and “expose her lewdness” for the entire world to see.

I suppose now might be as good a time as any to ask if I have been perfectly faithful in my acknowledgement of God who gives “every good and perfect gift.” I could probably think of times that I assumed that the gifts of God were due to my own work, wisdom, or ability. I can also think of situations where I have failed to give back to God as he has given, or when I did present an offering to him, did so with hesitation or without cheer. In all these ways, I have been like an unfaithful wife to God, whom he has richly blessed, but who simply does not reciprocate that love as she should.
But fortunately for me, my God is a God who still loves me. Hosea 2 continues by telling me how he will treat Israel (and me):

"Therefore I am now going to allure her; 
       I will lead her into the desert 
       and speak tenderly to her. 

There I will give her back her vineyards, 
       and will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope. 
       There she will sing as in the days of her youth, 
       as in the day she came up out of Egypt. 

"In that day," declares the LORD, 
       "you will call me 'my husband'; 
       you will no longer call me 'my master.' 

I will remove the names of the Baals from her lips; 
       no longer will their names be invoked. 

In that day I will make a covenant for them 
       with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air 
       and the creatures that move along the ground. 
       Bow and sword and battle 
       I will abolish from the land, 
       so that all may lie down in safety. 

I will betroth you to me forever; 
       I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, 
       in love and compassion. 

I will betroth you in faithfulness, 
       and you will acknowledge the LORD. 

In love, God decided from creation to institute a “new covenant” in his blood—a covenant of peace for people who could not show love. He promised this is the garden to the first unfaithful people, Adam and Eve. He carried it out by preserving their line through times of idolatry and slavery. Finally, “when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a man, born under law, to redeem those under law.” He sent his Son Jesus to suffer and die for sinful man, that we might be bought back from our sins.

Hosea compares the coming of Christ to the process of a husband choosing to “allure” his unfaithful wife. He speaks of opening a “door of hope,” and of a rescue from slavery as “she came up out of Egypt.” Hosea saw the coming Savior as one who would betroth us “in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion.” Jesus would be the responsible party, and we would be won back by his great love.

If my wife were unfaithful to me, it would take tremendous love for me to forgive that sin. I struggle to understand how I could continue to show love to one who didn’t love me. But God continues to pour out his love for us in Christ despite our many flaws, and sins, simply because he is love. He cannot do otherwise, and the cross of Christ proves it conclusively. Such love comes to me in my sin, and it gives me an unconditional love that I desperately need. I am the wayward wife of God—he is the faithful husband who calls to me again and again, day after day, always with patience and love. He calls me his beloved, for Jesus’ sake. He forgives me daily. And he has prepared a place of joy and bliss for me eternally, far away from this world’s sin and error.
Such love is beyond my comprehension; it must be from God. Such love is mine through Christ’s life and death. He is the perfect “husband” for me.
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“those who walk in pride he is able to humble.”
The Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar seems to have occupied an unusual place in God’s plans for his people. On one hand, he was God’s chosen instrument of wrath upon the wayward children of Israel. God calls him “my servant” twice in Jeremiah. In addition, God gave him clear visions of the future and set him as king over many lands.
At the same time, God also worked against the pride and sinful arrogance of Nebuchadnezzar on an ongoing basis. The most striking of these examples is mentioned in Daniel 4, told by the inspiration of the Spirit in the words of Nebuchadnezzar himself:

All this happened to King Nebuchadnezzar. Twelve months later, as the king was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, he said, "Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?" 

The words were still on his lips when a voice came from heaven, "This is what is decreed for you, King Nebuchadnezzar: Your royal authority has been taken from you. You will be driven away from people and will live with the wild animals; you will eat grass like cattle. Seven times will pass by for you until you acknowledge that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone he wishes." 

Immediately what had been said about Nebuchadnezzar was fulfilled. He was driven away from people and ate grass like cattle. His body was drenched with the dew of heaven until his hair grew like the feathers of an eagle and his nails like the claws of a bird. 

Such a specific judgment must have been terrible—to be “driven away from people” and to “live with the wild animals.” In love, God gave his servant Nebuchadnezzar an opportunity to reconsider his overwhelming pride and humbled him. Daniel 4 continues by showing that Nebuchadnezzar learned from God:
At the end of that time, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes toward heaven, and my sanity was restored. Then I praised the Most High; I honored and glorified him who lives forever. 
       His dominion is an eternal dominion; 
       his kingdom endures from generation to generation. 

All the peoples of the earth 
       are regarded as nothing. 
       He does as he pleases 
       with the powers of heaven 
       and the peoples of the earth. 
       No one can hold back his hand 
       or say to him: "What have you done?" 
At the same time that my sanity was restored, my honor and splendor were returned to me for the glory of my kingdom. My advisers and nobles sought me out, and I was restored to my throne and became even greater than before. Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and exalt and glorify the King of heaven, because everything he does is right and all his ways are just. And those who walk in pride he is able to humble.

For Nebuchadnezzar, the judgment of God led him to honor and glorify “him who lives forever.” He was led to realize that God does “as he pleases” because he is the “Most High.” This may have been a tough lesson, but it was a worthy one, because it led Nebuchadnezzar to realize that God is indeed “able to humble” any who “walk in pride.”

We occupy much the same position as Nebuchadnezzar—we, too, are God’s objects of affection, and yet, we too, are God’s enemies. We, too, with daily effort and focus build our own “royal residence” as a monument to our abilities. We, too, by the grace of God, suffer for that pride and may well be driven to despair. God is also able to humble us when we walk in pride.
Yet even this “gloved fist” of God is not enough to deal with our sins—it merely points them out. The majesty and glory of God may make us cower and tremble at his holiness, and our unworthiness, and to admit with Nebuchadnezzar that “everything he does is right.” But it cannot make us love this almighty God.

That response only comes from seeing God humble himself—from having God punish his only-begotten Son in our place. Love for God comes only from seeing the ugliness of a bleeding and dying Savior on the cross, who hangs there suffering the agonies of hell and being forsaken by his Father eternally—for me. The majesty of God may make me humble, but it is the love of God in Christ Jesus that lifts me up and gives me joy and peace.

When Jesus came to this world to suffer and die on our behalf, he did it because all mankind is his enemy; yet he loved all mankind and did not want them to die. He came to free mankind from its shameful self-pride; to demolish the altars of self; to remove our “hearts of stone” and replace them with a living and loving “heart of flesh” that is perfectly attuned to the will of the Father. That heart is only found in Jesus, and is given to us by faith through the working of the Holy Spirit in baptism, communion, and his almighty Word.
Today, through his means of grace, God continues to “hold out” his Word of truth to a world dying of self-love. Today, by his almighty power, God continues to work against sin and work “for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” Today, by his infinite mercy, he gives us another day to turn from our sinful ways and seek him in truth and humility.

Nebuchadnezzar learned a hard lesson, but a valuable one. Through his story, and many more like it in the Word, we can learn to fear a living God. Only through the best story, however, the story of Jesus Christ, “the Word made flesh,” can we know the grace and love of God that forgives us our sins and moves us to love him in return. God grant us his Spirit to value that Word today and always!
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“I will save my flock”

The concept of sheep is intimately tied up with the story of Christmas. Luke 2 reminds us that the shepherds were the first people to be told about the birth of a Savior. The manger where Jesus was born likely held such animals. And Jesus himself was called “the Lamb of God” by John the Baptist.

In Ezekiel 34, the idea of sheep and shepherds is used to tell about the sins of the leaders of Israel, and to describe the coming plan of redemption by God:

The word of the LORD came to me: "Son of man, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel; prophesy and say to them: 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Woe to the shepherds of Israel who only take care of themselves! Should not shepherds take care of the flock? You eat the curds, clothe yourselves with the wool and slaughter the choice animals, but you do not take care of the flock. You have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or bound up the injured. You have not brought back the strays or searched for the lost. You have ruled them harshly and brutally. So they were scattered because there was no shepherd, and when they were scattered they became food for all the wild animals. My sheep wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill. They were scattered over the whole earth, and no one searched or looked for them.
The spiritual leaders of Israel were described as “shepherds of Israel who only take care of themselves.” They did not “strengthen the weak,” but instead “ruled harshly and brutally.” As a result, God’s sheep “wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill.” The “shepherds” had failed to care for the sheep, and the result was wide-spread apostasy.

Ezekiel 34 continues with God’s plan to rescue his sheep:

" 'Therefore this is what the Sovereign LORD says to them: See, I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. Because you shove with flank and shoulder, butting all the weak sheep with your horns until you have driven them away, I will save my flock, and they will no longer be plundered. I will judge between one sheep and another. I will place over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he will tend them; he will tend them and be their shepherd. I the LORD will be their God, and my servant David will be prince among them. I the LORD have spoken." 

Because the spiritual leaders of Israel were doing more harm than good, God himself would “judge between one sheep and another.” He would do this when he placed over them “one shepherd, my servant David.” That one shepherd would tend them in righteousness and care forever.
The one shepherd, Jesus Christ, was indeed a true son of David, and a true shepherd of his people. In John 10, Jesus expanded upon Ezekiel’s words when he described himself as the “Good Shepherd:”

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

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

The good shepherd, Jesus Christ, predicted by the prophet Ezekiel, showed his willingness to feed and tend his flock by his willingness to “lay down his life for the sheep.” He did this on Calvary, where he took upon himself the idolatry, fickleness and conceit of the world, and paid the penalty of eternity in hell. He himself is the only one whose love for the sheep was so great that he is willing to die for them, to save the flock from itself.

But that death is not permanent—no, he lays down his life “only to take it up again.” When Jesus rose from the dead, he proved that the payment for sin was enough, and that the wrath of God against errant and head-strong sheep had been appeased. He rose to live, and to bring us life. He rose to ascend to heaven and to rule over his sheep eternally.

Our good shepherd continues today to watch over and guide his flock, through his means of grace. By them he cares for his sheep, and through them he calls his “other sheep” to “listen to his voice.” By the message of sin and forgiveness—the Law and the Gospel—he brings his sheep together into “one flock” under the “one shepherd,” our Savior.

This word of God teaches me that, by myself, I am not a “good sheep”—no such thing is mentioned. By myself, I am not a good shepherd—my sins are too manifold and deeply-rooted for me to claim any such title. But I am a sheep—one who loves to wander—who by the grace of God has been found on the hills and brought into the one flock of my Redeemer. I am a sheep who is cared for and kept until the Last Day. I am a sheep whose sins are forgiven by the blood of the shepherd. And I am a sheep who knows my Savior—thanks be to God for his mercy!
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