“everyone did as he saw fit”
Am I right? Or are you?

I suppose that our answer might depend upon our interactions—how much we were willing to talk, what we said, and how we reacted to each other’s words.

These words might also depend upon our inner thoughts—our opinion of our respective views, our desire for peace, and our willingness to argue. The pathway to agreement is varied and complex, and it might well take a long time to come to a compromise. Or we might just simply agree to disagree.
God’s Word, however, does provide us with insight into how agreement can be reached much more quickly and easily. That insight is provided in Judges 17:
Now a man named Micah from the hill country of Ephraim said to his mother, "The eleven hundred shekels of silver that were taken from you and about which I heard you utter a curse—I have that silver with me; I took it." 
      Then his mother said, "The LORD bless you, my son!" 

When he returned the eleven hundred shekels of silver to his mother, she said, "I solemnly consecrate my silver to the LORD for my son to make a carved image and a cast idol. I will give it back to you." 

So he returned the silver to his mother, and she took two hundred shekels of silver and gave them to a silversmith, who made them into the image and the idol. And they were put in Micah's house. 

Now this man Micah had a shrine, and he made an ephod and some idols and installed one of his sons as his priest. In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit. 

The story of the man of Micah appears to have little connection with points of view, unless you consider carefully his actions. He took silver that was cursed, and consecrated it to the LORD “to make a carved image and a cast idol.” In doing so, he expected the LORD’s blessing.

If that was his expectation, he was to be sorely deceived. For in his action, he was breaking two commands of God—not to give to God anything but his best, and to not make any other gods. While he thought he was right, he was breaking God’s commands and was wrong. God’s righteous conclusion, furthermore, was that this man was not alone, for in Israel “everyone did as he saw fit.”

This leads us to a rather odd conclusion in considering who is “right”—among men, no one is “right.” For today is not any different than the time of the judges, nor is sin any less potent. Today, all men still do as they see fit, and the views of sinful men collide with those of a holy God, even when they think they do not. So if we were to argue over who is right, we must face the very real possibility that neither of us is right—that both of us are “wrong” in the most important sense. The prophet Nehemiah, looking back over the history of Israel, came to that conclusion in Nehemiah 9:

In all that has happened to us, you have been just; you have acted faithfully, while we did wrong. Our kings, our leaders, our priests and our fathers did not follow your law; they did not pay attention to your commands or the warnings you gave them. Even while they were in their kingdom, enjoying your great goodness to them in the spacious and fertile land you gave them, they did not serve you or turn from their evil ways.
For such sins, the justice of God should rightfully demand that the Israelites, you and I all deserve an eternity of “re-education” in hell. We deserve God’s punishment for the sins we have committed, even when we thought we were being pious.
In our place, then, because of our “wrongness,” God sent his Son Jesus to be the “right”-eous Savior of the world. In all his acts, he was truly pious—truly focused on the Father and his Word and his will. Never once did he stumble or fall, despite constant pressure and harassment from the devil and this sinful world. He was the one who was always and truly “right.”
This perfect Son of God was the One chosen to take our place of punishment—to endure the pangs of hell in our place, for our false piety and our prideful arrogance. He was “smitten by God, stricken and afflicted.” He himself “became sin for us, that we might be the righteousness of God.” He was always right, and died to credit that rightness to us.

This righteousness of God—the good relationship won by Christ by his death and resurrection—is ours through the work of the Holy Spirit. It comes to us through the means of grace, and teaches us to despise our own sinful views, and to turn rather to the works of Jesus for our defense. It forgives our sins, and encourages us to continue learning and doing deeds that give glory to God.
I still have views and opinions, probably too many to count. But by the grace of God I can say with confidence, all my sinful views are wrong—but Christ is right. He gave me that righteousness through baptism, and keeps me in it through his Word. I am wrong—you are wrong—but Christ is right for me and you, and for all who believe.
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“too many men”
Manpower is a crucial element of any human effort. The best of plans can fail without people to carry those plans out. This is evident in government, business, education, and even in everyday affairs. We look for more people, to do more work.

Because of this thinking, we might be shocked at the words of God to Gideon in Judges 7, where fewer men are better than more:

The LORD said to Gideon, "You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into their hands. In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her, announce now to the people, 'Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and leave Mount Gilead.' " So twenty-two thousand men left, while ten thousand remained. 

But the LORD said to Gideon, "There are still too many men. Take them down to the water, and I will sift them for you there. If I say, 'This one shall go with you,' he shall go; but if I say, 'This one shall not go with you,' he shall not go." 

So Gideon took the men down to the water. There the LORD told him, "Separate those who lap the water with their tongues like a dog from those who kneel down to drink." Three hundred men lapped with their hands to their mouths. All the rest got down on their knees to drink. 

The LORD said to Gideon, "With the three hundred men that lapped I will save you and give the Midianites into your hands. Let all the other men go, each to his own place." So Gideon sent the rest of the Israelites to their tents but kept the three hundred, who took over the provisions and trumpets of the others.

32,000 was too many. 10,000 was too many. I suppose that one might argue that 300 was also too many, if the Israelites thought that the power of their own hands was going to win the victory. All that was required was one—the One God of all power and majesty. He reminded Gideon “I will save you.”

Years later, Jesus accomplished the same task when he was born in Bethlehem. One man, lowly and humble, came to save his people from their sins. That one man was perfect in his obedience, and willing to die for all. That one man’s suffering was credited for all men, because that one man was both God and man. His payment for sin was enough to cover over our sin. His resurrection was enough proof that all debts have been paid. By himself, Jesus was able to truly say, “I will save you.”

It might be easy for people in our society, and even within the church, to be excited about manpower. We might think that in some way more people will mean better or more work. We might even fall into the trap of assuming that it is our job to get those numbers of people to do the work, and that will equal success.

But against such sinful thinking, God reminds us, “You have too many men for you to save yourselves. I will save you.” And it is true. Our eternal fate does not rest in numbers, or power, or skills, or men; it rests with one man, Jesus Christ, our LORD and our Savior. God grant us the wisdom to remember this every day! 
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“every promise”
I like people who keep promises—don’t you? If someone tells me he will do something, and then does it, that makes me glad. I want to be around that type of person.

But what about a person who keeps his promises to hurt me? What about an enemy who never fails to carry out his threats? Such a person is not liked, but feared. I might justly cringe from one who is so unceasingly just.

Such a person is our God, just as Joshua 23 testifies:

"Now I am about to go the way of all the earth. You know with all your heart and soul that not one of all the good promises the LORD your God gave you has failed. Every promise has been fulfilled; not one has failed. But just as every good promise of the LORD your God has come true, so the LORD will bring on you all the evil he has threatened, until he has destroyed you from this good land he has given you. If you violate the covenant of the LORD your God, which he commanded you, and go and serve other gods and bow down to them, the LORD's anger will burn against you, and you will quickly perish from the good land he has given you."

“Every good promise of the LORD” to Abraham, repeated to his descendents, had been fulfilled. Joshua pointed out to the people that “not one had failed.” He had made them into a great nation; he had cursed those who cursed them and blessed those who had blessed them. Now he had given them a land “flowing with milk and honey” to call their own. God had done exactly as promised.

Joshua, however, also points out that such perfect fulfillment also carries a threat—to punish the children of Israel if they should “go and serve other gods and bow down to them.” In that case, the Jews would need to understand the absolute certainty of “the LORD’s anger,” and the guarantee that they would “quickly perish from the good land” of Canaan.

The same God who promised the nation of Israel makes and keeps promises today. He promises “grace and every blessing to those who keep his commandments,” but also promises certain punishment for those who break his commands. And the LORD “is not slow in keeping his promises.” He will do what he has said he would do.

Such a statement should drive us to our knees, for who can claim to have attained the perfection God demands? Who can say rightly that they have “loved the LORD” with “all your heart, all your soul, and all your mind?” Who can say that they have “loved your neighbor as yourself?”

In grace, God carried out his threatened punishment for us—but he placed that punishment upon his perfect and sinless Son, Jesus Christ. When the time was right, he sent his Son to carry the awful load of God’s relentless wrath—to suffer hell eternally for each sin of mankind. Jesus took upon himself “the LORD’s anger” while on the cross of Calvary.  He died for our sins, and by doing so obeyed his Father’s will. He was the fulfillment of God’s promises of wrath and mercy.
The fulfilling of God’s promises of wrath and love is described in II Corinthians 1:

For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was preached among you by me and Silas and Timothy, was not "Yes" and "No," but in him it has always been "Yes." For no matter how many promises God has made, they are "Yes" in Christ. And so through him the "Amen" is spoken by us to the glory of God. Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ. He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.
Through Christ Jesus, we also have many promises of God—that he will forgive our sins, that he will take us to heaven, that he will hear our prayers, that he will work all things out for our good. We know that he who promised is faithful, and that he will fulfill what he has said. And if we should doubt that, we need look no further than the cross of Christ. There, we find God’s “seal of ownership on us.” There, we see the “Yes” of God. There, we have a guarantee of the love of God and the certainty of sins forgiven.
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“without mercy”
Whenever one reads the story of Israel entering the Promised Land, one faces a huge issue: Genocide. There is no getting around the fact that God told the children of Israel to “completely destroy” all that lived in the cities of Canaan. God told them to “spare no one,” and to a great extent that is exactly what Joshua and the children of Israel did. The story is told in Joshua 11:
So Joshua took this entire land: the hill country, all the Negev, the whole region of Goshen, the western foothills, the Arabah and the mountains of Israel with their foothills, from Mount Halak, which rises toward Seir, to Baal Gad in the Valley of Lebanon below Mount Hermon. He captured all their kings and struck them down, putting them to death. Joshua waged war against all these kings for a long time. Except for the Hivites living in Gibeon, not one city made a treaty of peace with the Israelites, who took them all in battle. For it was the LORD himself who hardened their hearts to wage war against Israel, so that he might destroy them totally, exterminating them without mercy, as the LORD had commanded Moses. 

At that time Joshua went and destroyed the Anakites from the hill country: from Hebron, Debir and Anab, from all the hill country of Judah, and from all the hill country of Israel. Joshua totally destroyed them and their towns. No Anakites were left in Israelite territory; only in Gaza, Gath and Ashdod did any survive. So Joshua took the entire land, just as the LORD had directed Moses, and he gave it as an inheritance to Israel according to their tribal divisions. 
      Then the land had rest from war.

For people raised in a humanistic society, few things are considered worse than killing without mercy. The conflict between our views and God’s explicit command is considerable. Can God sin? If so, is anything he says trustworthy or true?

Fortunately, God also addresses this question in Romans 9:

What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! For he says to Moses, 
   "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, 
      and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion."

It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy. For the Scripture says to Pharaoh: "I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth." Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to harden. 

The short answer is that God is God, and does whatever is his “purpose.” The Bible is filled with stories of people who chose to confront and try to judge God, from Cain’s excuse for murder in Genesis 4, all the way to Satan’s “great army” in Revelation 20. And in each case, God will continue to have “mercy on whom he wants to have mercy” and to “harden whom he wants to harden.”

The same test can be applied to any verse of the Bible, or any attribute of God. Is it my place to judge, or to be judged? And if I disagree with God, who is at fault? Such a line of thinking can only have one conclusion—that no matter what God says, “let God be true, and every man a liar.” As an imperfect person, I sin, and deserve God’s wrath. I set up my pride against God. And by rights, God should also destroy me “without mercy” in hell, where “the worm never dies, and the fires never go out.”

But thanks be to God that my salvation does not “depend on man’s desire or effort.” Rather, it depends upon God himself, who came to “reconcile” man to himself through the redemptive act of the Son, our Savior Jesus. He came to live a life of perfect understanding, to carry out his Father’s holy will without fail, and to suffer and die on the cross in our place. For each sin of pride, questioning, or failure to understand, the bore the fires of hell in our place. He was the one who “destroyed the work of the devil” and brought “life and immortality to light.”
Just as I cannot by myself understand the wrath of God towards sinful men, I cannot by myself understand this mercy of God in Christ Jesus. Because of this, at baptism God sent his Spirit to give me faith, through his Word. He created in me “a new spirit” in tune with God and his will. That new spirit contends with the old doubter in me, and “has the mind of Christ.” That new man trusts implicitly in God, turns to him in trial, and is comforted by the answers it finds. That new man awaits the coming of Jesus to rid us of sin forever.

Right now, still burdened by sin, I cannot be the person I long to be. But soon, very soon, Jesus will return to free me from myself. Soon he will call his children to his permanent promised land, and destroy all sin “without mercy.” Soon the land, and my soul, will “have rest from war.” For me, and for all who are in Christ, that day cannot come too quickly. And so we say, “Come, Lord Jesus!”
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“choose life”
No one came up to me today and asked me if I wanted to live. If they had, I would have probably responded in the affirmative. I want to live, because the alternative, death, is too frightening. I choose life for myself.

I will not be killing anyone today, for I have not been given that right. I do not want to participate in any act that forces me to kill someone else. For others, too, I choose life.

But what if the choice came down to life for me or for someone else. If I had to choose, whose life would I keep?

This eternal choice is foreshadowed for us in Deuteronomy 30:

See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction. For I command you today to love the LORD your God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees and laws; then you will live and increase, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land you are entering to possess. 

But if your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if you are drawn away to bow down to other gods and worship them, I declare to you this day that you will certainly be destroyed. You will not live long in the land you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. 

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the LORD is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

As Moses prepared to die, he told the Israelites in blunt terms that God had “set before” them “life and prosperity, death and destruction.” He commanded them to “love the Lord your God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees and laws.” Then they would have life and blessing in the land God had given them. In addition, their decision to “choose life” would also mean life for their children in that same land. 

The next chapter tells us that the even then God knew that the people would soon fall away. They would promise to follow God, but would fail to choose correctly. Even though their words promised to “choose life,” their sinful attitudes and actions would earn for them only “death and destruction.” Because of their idolatry, they would be destroyed.

For sinful men, like the Israelites and us, God put into effect his eternal plan of salvation. This plan involved the choice of his Son to be the Savior of the world. That choice was made before creation, proclaimed after the fall into sin, and put into effect on the first Christmas. That plan involved Jesus giving up a glorious life in heaven, and being born “as a man” to live on earth. That plan involved Jesus living a spotless life, and then choosing “the cup of suffering” on the cross of Calvary, to erase the staggering debt-load of sin that mankind had built up. By choosing to be the Savior of the world, he chose eternal death for himself, and forgiveness for mankind.

 Moses pointed the children of Israel to this fact when he proclaimed that “the LORD is your life.” Since mankind could not keep its promises, God did so in Jesus, and credited that to sinful mankind. Since mankind could not choose correctly, God did so in Christ, and gave the reward of life to each of us. Since mankind chose death, God chose Jesus to die.
Today, and ever day, God sets before us “life and death” in his Law. Each day, we fail to choose the right path that God demands. Praise be to God that, even though we did not choose him, he still chose us to receive the gift of God’s forgiveness! Praise be to God, that he chose life for us!
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“on the anniversary”
My wedding anniversary is on July 8th. I think. I guess I better check that one again, however, because my memory is not so great, and if I get it wrong, I am in serious trouble.

My wife likes it when I remember our wedding anniversary. It lets her know that I value her and continue to love her. We typically go out to eat or do something special. But rarely do we kill something or someone for our anniversary.

But that is exactly how God “remembered” the anniversary of the Passover, as mentioned in Deuteronomy 16:

Observe the month of Abib and celebrate the Passover of the LORD your God, because in the month of Abib he brought you out of Egypt by night. Sacrifice as the Passover to the LORD your God an animal from your flock or herd at the place the LORD will choose as a dwelling for his Name. Do not eat it with bread made with yeast, but for seven days eat unleavened bread, the bread of affliction, because you left Egypt in haste—so that all the days of your life you may remember the time of your departure from Egypt. Let no yeast be found in your possession in all your land for seven days. Do not let any of the meat you sacrifice on the evening of the first day remain until morning. 

You must not sacrifice the Passover in any town the LORD your God gives you except in the place he will choose as a dwelling for his Name. There you must sacrifice the Passover in the evening, when the sun goes down, on the anniversary of your departure from Egypt. Roast it and eat it at the place the LORD your God will choose. Then in the morning return to your tents. For six days eat unleavened bread and on the seventh day hold an assembly to the LORD your God and do no work.

On the anniversary of that first Passover, each year, the people of Israel were to celebrate the Passover. They would kill a lamb, and remember how God had brought them out of slavery in Egypt on that day. Even that day was the anniversary, “to the very day,” of their coming into Egypt 430 years earlier. The lamb was slain, and its blood bought life and freedom.

On that same day, years later, God would celebrate the true event that all these other events foreshadowed—he allowed his Son to be handed over to the Jewish leaders, to be mocked, flogged, and crucified, for the sins of the world. He sent his Son, the Innocent One he loved the most, to die, that guilty mankind might be set free.

On that very night, as he instituted the Lord’s Supper, Jesus told his disciples why he was dying. He mentions his purpose in Matthew 26:
While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." 

Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. 

The body and blood of Jesus were given and “poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” His death was to win that forgiveness—the Sacrament of Holy Communion was to offer and give the forgiveness of sins to those who were in slavery to sin, but who had been set free by the blood of the Lamb. The Word, in and with the bread and wine, has power to give that forgiveness to the one who believes.
The Sacrament is not just a picture, nor a symbol—it is a real power to forgive sins and keep in faith. It is the body and blood of a God who never forgets his children, and who “wants all to be saved.” It is a gift that brings life and immortality.

Because we sin so much, and are in such need of forgiveness, we seek the forgiveness of sins found in the Sacrament of Holy Communion often. In it, we receive the body and blood of Jesus Christ, poured out “for the forgiveness of sins.” What a gift! What a blessed joy! What love our Father has for us! And what peace is ours through this gift of God!
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“all”

What does God want for mankind? In one sense, this might seem a complex question. We might read what the Bible says, and be overwhelmed by the various commands given to Old Testament Israel. Or we might tend to filter out God’s many commands, and focus on only a few. The danger there is to create a false view of what God wants for us.

Fortunately for us, God does tell us what he wants through his Word. Deuteronomy 5 and 6 tells us what God wants:

The LORD heard you when you spoke to me and the LORD said to me, "I have heard what this people said to you. Everything they said was good. Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to fear me and keep all my commands always, so that it might go well with them and their children forever! 

So be careful to do what the LORD your God has commanded you; do not turn aside to the right or to the left. Walk in all the way that the LORD your God has commanded you, so that you may live and prosper and prolong your days in the land that you will possess.

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates. 

Shortly after the retelling of the Ten Commandments, Moses summarized the commands of God in three ways: first, that mankind’s heart would “be inclined to fear” God; second, that mankind would then “walk in all the way” that God had commanded; and finally, that all men would “love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.” God wants man to focus on Him, to the exclusion of everyone and everything else, and to continue in his ways. 

Such a thing might seem easy to say, but to put it into practice is difficult to even imagine. For who can claim to “be inclined” towards God? Who can claim that they have walked in “all the way” that God had commanded? Who can say that they have loved God “with all their heart?”
No one can make such a claim, and if they do, they are a liar. “There is no one who does what is right—not even one” declares Romans 3. “Every inclination of (man’s) heart is evil from childhood,” God tells us after the flood in Genesis 8. “All we, like sheep, have gone astray.” Isaiah 53 points out. In that sense, what God wants from us is impossible for us to do.

Because mankind could not “be inclined” towards God, walk in God’s way, or love him with all our hearts, God had to intervene in history in the person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. He chose to come into this world and live a life of perfect thoughts, perfect paths, and perfect love. Never once did he stray from God’s way, and never once did he let his heart rest on anyone other than the Father. He demonstrated perfect love and obedience to his Father, and earned heaven by his perfection. He was, in truth, the answer to God’s righteous demands “to be holy, as I, the LORD your God, am holy.”

And in his death at Calvary he put on his shoulders all the sin of the world, and chose to die in our place. Even though he did not sin, he became the perfect sacrifice for sin, enduring the eternity of hell that we deserved for our straying. His death paid the entire price of hell, and his resurrection proclaimed that the payment was sufficient for our salvation. Because we could not keep God’s commands, Jesus—the Word made flesh—kept them for us and bore in his body our punishment.
In taking on our sins, he also gave us his perfect life as a free gift of grace. The declaration of God that all mankind was forgiven was applied to us when we were baptized. The perfect thoughts, actions, and love of Jesus were declared to be ours, as a free gift of God. In him we are set free to love God, follow his commands, and to ponder and wonder at the matchless mercy of a God who keeps his own rules, and pays the penalty he demands, for us.

God not only wants all mankind to keep his commands; he also wants “all men to be saved.” In Jesus Christ, both of these desires are reconciled, for in Christ the commands of God are kept, and salvation is offered to all mankind. In Jesus, everything makes sense, and God’s will is done, for time and for eternity. Praise God for his will, and the fulfillment of all his will in Christ Jesus!
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“you”

Among the difficult times for the people of Israel, and Moses, in the desert, the events mentioned in Number 16 and 17 stick out. I would like to list these situations in order, wrapped around the words “you.”

In Numbers 16, certain leaders of the Israelites rebelled against Moses, telling him:
Korah son of Izhar, the son of Kohath, the son of Levi, and certain Reubenites—Dathan and Abiram, sons of Eliab, and On son of Peleth—became insolent and rose up against Moses. With them were 250 Israelite men, well-known community leaders who had been appointed members of the council. They came as a group to oppose Moses and Aaron and said to them, "You have gone too far! The whole community is holy, every one of them, and the LORD is with them. Why then do you set yourselves above the LORD's assembly?"
Later, when Moses ordered them to assemble before God, they gave the following response:

Then Moses summoned Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab. But they said, "We will not come! Isn't it enough that you have brought us up out of a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in the desert? And now you also want to lord it over us? Moreover, you haven't brought us into a land flowing with milk and honey or given us an inheritance of fields and vineyards. Will you gouge out the eyes of these men? No, we will not come!" 

Finally, when those men were put to death by God, in a miraculous sign, the entire people of Israel said to Moses:

The next day the whole Israelite community grumbled against Moses and Aaron. "You have killed the LORD's people," they said.
“You, you, you”. All of the accusations in Numbers 16 were pointed at Moses, and they all showed Moses his terrible sins. That they were untrue hardly lessened the pain of these barbs; the people sought to turn away their own guilt by pinning it to Moses. It must have been a terrible burden to bear, especially as Moses had to plead with God several times not to destroy the people of Israel. What man could carry all that guilt?

We, too, often have a sinful tendency to want to pin our sins and guilt on others. From the feeble attempt of Adam in the Garden of Eden, (“It was the woman you gave me”) to the present time, mankind does not want to take responsibility for sin. We would much rather point out the flaws of others, exaggerate them, and make them look bad, than take any of the burden on ourselves. We, too, like the Israelites, always want to talk about “you.”

For such sins, we deserve nothing but eternal condemnation. By nature, we should receive that punishment on the final judgment day, when all sins and evasions are revealed, and all our deceptions are shown to be self-deceptions.

However, in love our LORD, Jesus Christ, did the unthinkable. He took upon himself “the sins of the world.” Rather than pointing to someone else, he put his perfect love on display as he willingly submitted to being spurned, rejected, mocked, whipped and crucified in our place. And his final generosity was shown when he redirected the righteous accusations of the Father from us to himself, and took our punishment for sin and guilt. 
This loving act of redemption was sufficient to pay all costs for sin, by his blood, “for without blood there is no forgiveness of sins.” By this payment, we have been declared righteous in God’s sight, and pardoned from all guilt. We are set free from bondage from the devil and sin.

This freedom expresses itself in many ways—in thanksgiving, in joy, in peace, and in love. This freedom gives us courage to admit our many sins, and to trust in the forgiveness of sins for those errors. This freedom encourages us to lift our eyes from the sins of others, and to turn to the One Payment for all sins, and to forgive as freely as we have been forgiven.

There will always be sin—and I don’t even need to look at “you” to find it. But in Christ we also have a payment for sin that sets us free: free to love, free to confess, and free to forgive. Praise God for that final payment, and for his love that sets us free!
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“bless you”
How often do you hear someone say the words “bless you?”

I have heard it in many different contexts: when a person sneezes, when thanks are given, at weddings and baptisms, and at prayer times. Each liturgical worship service also ends with a blessing, or doxology. One such well-known blessing has its origin in Numbers 6:

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

" ' "The LORD bless you 
       and keep you; 

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

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

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

It is interesting to me that this same blessing is repeated still today, thousands of years later, and that people still today are not tired of being blessed.

I suppose I could grow tired of being blessed, if the person speaking the blessing were insincere—if they said it tritely or without thinking, or their actions showed that they didn’t intend a blessing for me. And since we live in a sinful world and are corrupt ourselves, this is always a very distinct possibility. Such “false blessings” really do more harm than good.
The true blessing of God is found in one who came to do us good—in the person of Jesus Christ. As the sinless Son of God, his life was one of kindness and goodness to those around him. He loved those around him, even those who mocked, tested, and rejected him. He gave his blessing freely and sincerely to all.

And the love in that blessing was confirmed for all mankind when he died on the cross. At that moment, as he suffered hell for all our shallowness, self-absorption, and pettiness, he demonstrated the truest and kindest love of all. His final sacrifice won for us God’s eternal blessing, as he purchased forgiveness of sins with his blood. When Jesus died on the cross, he turned his face of suffering towards us, and “gave us peace.”

When we were baptized, that purchased gift of eternal life was placed on us, when God “put his name on us.” At that moment, our natural sin inclination was covered over by the perfect life of Christ, and a new man was created to enjoy and love this blessing of God, and to thank him for his blessing now and eternally.

That new man loves to hear the blessing of God, and loves to praise God for that blessing. That new man reflects the love of God to others, regardless and perhaps in spite of whom they are. That new man is in love, and God is the lover of souls whose blessing brings joy.

Through God’s Word that new man is indeed blessed, as he looks forward to a time when sin and death will finally be defeated. On that day, the blessings of God will overflow in a constant refrain. Until that day, may we be bold to seek and enjoy God’s pronouncement of “Bless you!” whenever and wherever we can, trusting that in Christ we will indeed be blessed.
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“seven times over”
“Let the punishment fit the crime!” 
But what might the punishment be for not listening?

In the book of Leviticus, chapter 26, God details his “seven-fold” punishment for not listening:

" 'But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these commands, and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and so violate my covenant, then I will do this to you: I will bring upon you sudden terror, wasting diseases and fever that will destroy your sight and drain away your life. You will plant seed in vain, because your enemies will eat it. I will set my face against you so that you will be defeated by your enemies; those who hate you will rule over you, and you will flee even when no one is pursuing you. 

" 'If after all this you will not listen to me, I will punish you for your sins seven times over. I will break down your stubborn pride and make the sky above you like iron and the ground beneath you like bronze. Your strength will be spent in vain, because your soil will not yield its crops, nor will the trees of the land yield their fruit. 

" 'If you remain hostile toward me and refuse to listen to me, I will multiply your afflictions seven times over, as your sins deserve. I will send wild animals against you, and they will rob you of your children, destroy your cattle and make you so few in number that your roads will be deserted. 

Believe it or not, even this was not the end of the possible punishments. For those who did not listen to God, the punishment would continue on to far more terrible and gruesome fates, finally culminating in the devastation of the land and the removal of God’s people from it.

History tells us that this is indeed finally what happened to God’s people—they failed to listen to God, and he removed them from their land. He took his presence from them, and they suffered all of the “seven-fold” fates for not listening to their God.

But even as God was preparing to carry out his long litany of punishments, he reminded the people that there was a path of contrition:

" 'But if they will confess their sins and the sins of their fathers—their treachery against me and their hostility toward me, which made me hostile toward them so that I sent them into the land of their enemies—then when their uncircumcised hearts are humbled and they pay for their sin, I will remember my covenant with Jacob and my covenant with Isaac and my covenant with Abraham, and I will remember the land.
Unfortunately for me, I can never get to the point where I am completely humbled, and “pay for my sin.”  Even though I don’t listen to God as much as I should, and often suffer for that sin, I also cannot ever do enough to pay for that sin, or to earn or merit God’s forgiveness. Sinful as I am, turning back to God and changing my ways just does not come to me naturally.
This is why God had to send his Son Jesus to take my place. Only the perfect Son of God could hear his heavenly Father’s will perfectly, and keep his commands and decrees without fault. Only Jesus could avoid the Father’s wrath by not sinning.

Yet the mystery of Christ is that he showed his final willingness to listen—his obedience to his Father’s will—by his willingness to pay for our sins when he was crucified. For our hostility, he took on himself the anger and wrath of God, and humbled himself in our place. In doing so, he “abolished the dividing wall of hostility” and took away the Father’s righteous anger forever.
The “seven-fold” punishment of sins upon Jesus was the single most “unjust” act ever committed in this world—yet it was “unjust” in my favor. It left me with the declaration of debts paid and sin forgiven. It freed me from fear of God or need to pay for my own sins. It fulfilled the covenant of peace with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and changed God’s stern face of anger into a face of love and peace.

This act of punishing the perfect Lamb of God also humbles me and teaches me to listen. It reminds me that there is One who continues to love me, who longs to forgive me my sin and teach me to follow him. Through his Word and Sacrament, he comes to me daily and reassures me that my sin is covered in his blood, and I am at peace with him. May we listen daily to the One who has taken our “seven-fold” punishment upon himself, and may God grant us today and every day the sure hope of sins forgiven!
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“unclean”
Sanitation is an important issue in our society today. We spend millions of dollars on cleaning supplies, and for most people a safe water supply and effective garbage disposal are non-negotiable necessities. Most people shower every day, and clean house once a week, to make sure that things don’t get dirty.

In the book of Leviticus, God also had a concern with being clean—ceremonially clean. One such law concerning ceremonial cleanliness of animals is found in Leviticus 11:

" 'Of the animals that move about on the ground, these are unclean for you: the weasel, the rat, any kind of great lizard, the gecko, the monitor lizard, the wall lizard, the skink and the chameleon. Of all those that move along the ground, these are unclean for you. Whoever touches them when they are dead will be unclean till evening. When one of them dies and falls on something, that article, whatever its use, will be unclean, whether it is made of wood, cloth, hide or sackcloth. Put it in water; it will be unclean till evening, and then it will be clean. If one of them falls into a clay pot, everything in it will be unclean, and you must break the pot. Any food that could be eaten but has water on it from such a pot is unclean, and any liquid that could be drunk from it is unclean. Anything that one of their carcasses falls on becomes unclean; an oven or cooking pot must be broken up. They are unclean, and you are to regard them as unclean. A spring, however, or a cistern for collecting water remains clean, but anyone who touches one of these carcasses is unclean. If a carcass falls on any seeds that are to be planted, they remain clean. But if water has been put on the seed and a carcass falls on it, it is unclean for you. 

The emphasis on being “unclean” extended to what to do with the corpse. Essentially, even an unclean corpse had power to make things it touched unclean. That corpse needed to be dealt with, but by the process of touching it one would become unclean. Any container it touched, and its contents, would be unclean. And to emphasize God’s complete seriousness, at the end of this section, he concluded with the following command:

Do not defile yourselves by any of these creatures. Do not make yourselves unclean by means of them or be made unclean by them. I am the LORD your God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am holy. Do not make yourselves unclean by any creature that moves about on the ground. I am the LORD who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.
The command to “be holy, because I am holy” transports this command of God about ceremonial uncleanness to an eternal command to not sin. God wants us to not sin, and to not allow others to make us sin by their contact with us. At first glance, that might seem easy, but when I consider that “I am a man of unclean lips, who lives among a people of unclean lips,” we might be inclined to cry out with Isaiah, “Woe is me! I am ruined!” For we cannot control our own sins, much less the sins of others. We cannot stay away from sinners, in this world. We cannot stay clean.
Therefore, for sinners such as us, who are unclean and live among unclean people, God chose his Son to be the perfectly spotless Savior of the world. “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth,” Isaiah tells us. He lived among us and stayed pure by the power of an “indestructible life.” He could stand before God and claim “I am holy.”

However, he surrendered that claim when he went to the cross. There, he suffered the torments of hell in the place of unclean mankind, and died to prove the finality of that payment. Rather than claiming holiness for himself, he declared the world redeemed, “not counting men’s sins against them.” His resurrection proved that the validity of that assessment, and that mankind is now declared “justified” by the blood of the “Holy One of Israel.” 

In our baptism, that blood of Jesus was placed on us, through the work of the Holy Spirit. Before we were old enough to know God, he knew us and gave us saving faith. While we were unclean, he made us clean by “the washing of rebirth and renewal in the Holy Spirit.” This washing has power to declare us forgiven for Christ’s sake and by his death.

In Christ, we can claim that holiness that is offered, not of ourselves, but of Christ. We can understand our own inherent uncleanness, but also know the “gift of God.” We can trust that this time of suffering in an unclean world is temporary, and look forward to a time when we will be cleansed of sin once for all, and freed from a world of “spiritual dirt” to live with God in righteousness and purity forever. So we say, “Come quickly, Lord Jesus!”
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“the glory of the LORD”
From time to time a news story pops up regarding an item or stain that looks uncannily like a Biblical figure. Such sightings attract tremendous attention, and can even be a financial boon for those who can market them. One such example is a grilled cheese sandwich with an image of Mary, which sold in 2004 for $28,000 on Ebay. (http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/6511148)

The Bible does not tell us what the face of Mary looked like…that is left to our imagination. But it does tell us what the face of God looks like. Exodus 33 describes the face of God:

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

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

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

The face of God is his “glory,” and is best seen in his “name, the LORD.” His face is such that “no one may see me and live.” Even Moses had to settle for seeing his back.

Because of this essential characteristic of God, his unapproachable glory, the Israelites were left only with pictures and rituals with which to know God. When they saw the sacrifices of the priests, or killed the Passover Lamb, or redeemed their firstborn son, or kept themselves ceremonially clean, they testified to the nature of God and the glory of his name. These things were to be done perfectly, “as the LORD commanded,” to remind the people that God was worthy of perfect praise.
Unfortunately, they could not and did not praise God with anything approaching perfection. They fell into idolatry, turned away from God, and substituted their own sinful glory for the perfect glory of God. Romans 1 tells us that:

For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

At this point, the unapproachable glory of God became the unendurable glory of God, for it served only to remind them of their sins, and to spur them on to greater sin. At that point, God was their enemy, and their fate was eternal death in hell.

Because the glory of God was so distant from man’s experience, so unapproachable and unendurable, God the Father chose in love to send his Son to be his proxy—his representative on earth. He was born of a woman and lived among men. He walked among them, taught them, and ate with them. He was “in the world,” yet remained holy. In this way he was “the radiance of God’s glory” while he was “Immanuel, which is ‘God with us.’ “

But the glory of God in Jesus Christ is not only in his holiness, but especially in his love. That love moved him to endure temptation, heal diseases, carry burdens, and teach patiently. And that love moved him to forsake all else and suffer hell on the cross in our place. That love made him die eternally for us, and declare us forgiven of all sin.

Only a God of tremendous grace would put his glory on display in such an awkward and gruesome manner—to make his glory unglorious for us. Only a God of unceasing love would choose to defame himself for a people “who loved to wander.” Only a God of matchless might would be content to be so humble.
To see the face of God, we do not need a grilled cheese sandwich. We see the face of God in Jesus Christ, the Son, our Savior. May we daily seek his face in his means of grace, and find our comfort in his glorious death for us!
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“a consuming fire”
I distinctly remember the day we sold our house in California. That morning, as I hammered the “For Sale” sign into the lawn, there had been a number of brush fires in the gulches, and as I looked, I saw smoke from an area behind the house. I recall thinking two simultaneous thoughts:

“Uh-oh. Who would want to buy a house in a fire zone?”

and

“One way or another I am going to sell this house.”

By that night we had an offer on the house, but the morning had brought some tense moments. For who does want to live amidst a raging fire?


This same question likely ran through the minds of the Israelites as they came to the mountain of God, Mt. Sinai, to receive the commands of God. Exodus 24 tells us what they saw:

The LORD said to Moses, "Come up to me on the mountain and stay here, and I will give you the tablets of stone, with the law and commands I have written for their instruction." 

Then Moses set out with Joshua his aide, and Moses went up on the mountain of God. He said to the elders, "Wait here for us until we come back to you. Aaron and Hur are with you, and anyone involved in a dispute can go to them." 

When Moses went up on the mountain, the cloud covered it, and the glory of the LORD settled on Mount Sinai. For six days the cloud covered the mountain, and on the seventh day the LORD called to Moses from within the cloud. To the Israelites the glory of the LORD looked like a consuming fire on top of the mountain. Then Moses entered the cloud as he went on up the mountain. And he stayed on the mountain forty days and forty nights.

Even though the elders of Israel had seen God, and had sat down to eat and drink with him, the sight of Moses on the mountain must have been terrifying. One can imagine their fear and awe at seeing the smoke and fire, and their growing certainty that Moses had been killed by God. For who can live in such a consuming fire?
The answer is, no one. By nature, not one of us can claim to hear the commands of God and keep them. Not one of us can stand up to the righteous fires of hell. Not one of us can abide the presence of a terrifying God who demands “Be holy, as I the LORD your God am holy!” Left to ourselves, we would fear, and fall, and burn eternally.

It was “for us, then, and for our salvation” that Christ was presented as the sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the world. In his perfect life he showed himself to be a sacrifice “without blemish or defect.” In his relentless willingness to go to the cross, he took on himself the burns of hell and the agony of separation from God. Because he endured the eternal agony of God’s wrath, we are set free to live with God. Our sins are declared “paid in full.” The consuming fire of God has been appeased, and we are made “fireproof” in the blood of the Lamb.
Hebrews 12 points out the “consuming fire” of God for us today:

You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; to darkness, gloom and storm; to a trumpet blast or to such a voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that no further word be spoken to them, because they could not bear what was commanded: "If even an animal touches the mountain, it must be stoned." The sight was so terrifying that Moses said, "I am trembling with fear." 

But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous men made perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. 

See to it that you do not refuse him who speaks. If they did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, how much less will we, if we turn away from him who warns us from heaven? At that time his voice shook the earth, but now he has promised, "Once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens." The words "once more" indicate the removing of what can be shaken—that is, created things—so that what cannot be shaken may remain. 

Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, for our "God is a consuming fire."

In Christ, we may live in “reverence and awe” in the midst of the “consuming fire,” in the “joyful assembly” and the “spirits of righteous men made perfect.” Because of his “sprinkled blood,” we “are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken.” By his grace, we have come “to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God.” 
Our God is a “consuming fire,” and the sins of the world have been burned away, for us, by Jesus. Praise be to God for the life he grants within that fire!
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“strike the rock”
Ever get blood from a turnip? Ever squeeze water from a rock?

Me, neither. Such things are a parable of trying to extract value from the valueless. Realistically, such things cannot be done.

But the impossible is just what God did in Exodus 17, as he drew water from the rock to quench the thirst of his wandering people:

The whole Israelite community set out from the Desert of Sin, traveling from place to place as the LORD commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. So they quarreled with Moses and said, "Give us water to drink." 
      Moses replied, "Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you put the LORD to the test?" 

But the people were thirsty for water there, and they grumbled against Moses. They said, "Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to make us and our children and livestock die of thirst?" 

Then Moses cried out to the LORD, "What am I to do with these people? They are almost ready to stone me." 

The LORD answered Moses, "Walk on ahead of the people. Take with you some of the elders of Israel and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. I will stand there before you by the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to drink." So Moses did this in the sight of the elders of Israel.

The quarrel of the people of Israel was with Moses, but also with God. They asked Moses to give them, millions strong, “water to drink.” Moses’ reasonable response was to turn to the LORD and ask, “What am I to do with these people?”

The LORD, however, already had an answer for the apparently insurmountable difficulty of satisfying millions of people in the Desert of Sin—he told Moses to “strike the rock, and water will come out of it for the people to drink.” By trusting in this miracle of God’s grace, the people would have water with which to live.

A similar question might come to anyone who considers the magnitude of his own sins—“Where can I get enough water to quench the fires of hell, and to wash away the stain of sin?” This, too, is a legitimate question for people living in a wasteland of sin. There might be a temptation to grumble and complain that we would be better not knowing our sins than to die in despair.

God’s answer to us is very similar—“Strike the Rock, and water will come of it.” However, the striking would be done by the Father when he sent his Son to the cross to suffer the pangs of hell and endure the dryness of eternal death. He would pour out on his Son his eternal wrath against sin, and his judgment would be satisfied in full. And in that act of striking the rock, God would pour out “living water” for the world—the living water that quenches spiritual thirst, washes away sin, and “wells up to eternal life.”

Our first washing took place when we were baptized. At that time, God placed his name on us and told us that our sins were forgiven. Before we were old enough to do anything “good or bad,” he called us his children and assured us of heaven. On that day we were declared clean in that living water.

As his children, then, we can remember the goodness of God in providing this water for us, and ponder his love in the cost to Jesus. As his children, we can rejoice in this world of sin, and return again and again to the living waters of baptism. For God has done the impossible, and by that “impossible” act we live.
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“He is still alive!”
It’s getting to be fall. The leaves are starting to change colors, the days are shorter, and the nights cooler. Although changes are happening subtly, they are there to see if you look closely.

Reading through the Bible can be, at times, like watching the season change. There are clues everywhere to be found, clues of the great plan of salvation that God prepared before creation. One such section of God’s Word is found in Genesis 45:
Joseph said to his brothers, "I am Joseph! Is my father still living?" But his brothers were not able to answer him, because they were terrified at his presence. 

Then Joseph said to his brothers, "Come close to me." When they had done so, he said, "I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be plowing and reaping. But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. 

In the person of Joseph, we see a clear picture of the coming Savior. Joseph was a child of Israel, sold by his brothers into certain death. But that fate was worked out for good to “save lives.” The fact that Joseph had experienced sin was used by God to bring about a “great deliverance.”
Later, in Genesis 45, the clues continue to pour in:

So they went up out of Egypt and came to their father Jacob in the land of Canaan. They told him, "Joseph is still alive! In fact, he is ruler of all Egypt." Jacob was stunned; he did not believe them. But when they told him everything Joseph had said to them, and when he saw the carts Joseph had sent to carry him back, the spirit of their father Jacob revived. And Israel said, "I'm convinced! My son Joseph is still alive. I will go and see him before I die."
Almost two thousand years have passed since Christ was born in Bethlehem, and his crucifixion. During that time, some have come to the conclusion that “God is dead.” They have decided that God does not matter anymore, but that he is a figment of historical fiction.

Against such doubt and idolatry, the triumph of Easter morning shouts out, “He is still alive!” He did indeed suffer the betrayal of brothers, and had to suffer and die for others. But that suffering was for the “salvation of our souls,” so that “the Scriptures may be fulfilled.” These same Scriptures testify that “the Christ must suffer and die, and be raised from the dead.” They testify that “salvation and forgiveness of sins” will be preached to all nations. They testify that he still rules over heaven and earth. 

Some might doubt; others might wonder where he is or why he has been gone so long. But taking a closer look reveals the truth of his ongoing activity. Whenever a child is baptized and brought to faith, that baptism cries out “He is still alive!” Whenever we eat the body and blood of Jesus Christ, the forgiveness of sins exalts that “He is still alive!” Whenever our faith is strengthened through his Word, it rejoices in the fact that “He is still alive!”

The clues are everywhere, for us to see. They are present in his Word and Sacrament. May God lead us to use them regularly, and to be strengthened and comforted to say, “He is still alive!”
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“they plotted to kill him”

“Yes, your honor. On the charge of murder in the first degree, we find the defendant guilty!”
Surely there are few words more terrifying that these—that a person has been found guilty of planning ahead to murder someone, and then carries that act out. It would take a particularly dull conscience to do such a thing, and a heinous person to carry it out. We shudder in revulsion at such a person and the deed.
All the more is this true when the victim is a family member. Yet in Genesis 37, we hear the brothers of Joseph planning his death:

When Joseph arrived at Shechem, a man found him wandering around in the fields and asked him, "What are you looking for?" 

He replied, "I'm looking for my brothers. Can you tell me where they are grazing their flocks?" 

"They have moved on from here," the man answered. "I heard them say, 'Let's go to Dothan.' " 
      So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan. But they saw him in the distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him. 

"Here comes that dreamer!" they said to each other. "Come now, let's kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him. Then we'll see what comes of his dreams." 

The dreams of Joseph were God-given visions that showed the brothers falling down in submission to Joseph. As such, they were signs of a future determined by God. But those same dreams led his older brothers to such hatred that they planned to kill him. Scornfully, they thought that such an action would prevent these dreams from coming true.

Such hatred and willful action against the life of another might well point us forward to Jesus. Just as Joseph was part of God’s plan, so was Jesus. Just as Joseph was hated by his brothers, so was Jesus despised by the Pharisees. Even while Jesus was living his life perfectly in obedience to his Father’s plan of salvation, they plotted his death.

But lest we “cast the first stone,” let us remember that it was also for our sins that this Savior had to come. It was also for our petty hatreds, our lasting grudges, our senseless feuds, and our insatiable jealousy that Jesus had to be born, to live cleanly, and to die innocently. In a sense, our sins participated in the planning of that crucifixion, and sent him to the cross.

The mystery of God’s gracious will, however, is that in spite of our sins and ongoing hatred, we are made clean by the saving blood of Christ shed on the cross. And he made “all things” work together to ensure that every sin was covered and every debt paid by his perfect death.
This declaration of forgiveness is given to us by the Holy Spirit, through faith in that death on our behalf. It calls us who are murderers, brothers. It claims that our sins are completely paid for, and it reestablishes our relationship with Jesus Christ on the basis of his love. And the God “who calls things that are as if they were not” can make that declaration true for us today and eternally.

Joseph’s brothers, as would-be murderers, deserved only death for their planned crime. God kept them from that fate, saved them through their brother, and restored their relationship by grace. We, as would-be murderers, deserve the same. But thanks be to God that through our brother, Jesus Christ, we have salvation and a new relationship! Thanks be to God that his plan of salvation has saved us from our sinful plans!
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“this time I will praise the LORD”
What does it take to be loved?

Some might see public service as a route to gain love. Others might look at commitment to family, or wedding vows, or kindness in time of need. Such things will certainly build friendship and earn gratitude, but will they really cause a person to be loved?

In the book of Genesis, one of the wives of Jacob, Leah, tried to earn her husband’s love by giving him children. Genesis 29 records these events:

When the LORD saw that Leah was not loved, he opened her womb, but Rachel was barren. Leah became pregnant and gave birth to a son. She named him Reuben, for she said, "It is because the LORD has seen my misery. Surely my husband will love me now." 

She conceived again, and when she gave birth to a son she said, "Because the LORD heard that I am not loved, he gave me this one too." So she named him Simeon. 

Again she conceived, and when she gave birth to a son she said, "Now at last my husband will become attached to me, because I have borne him three sons." So he was named Levi. 

She conceived again, and when she gave birth to a son she said, "This time I will praise the LORD." So she named him Judah. Then she stopped having children.

In a day when having sons was a special favor of God, Leah had been blessed by the LORD to provide her husband Jacob with four sons. Each of the first three times, she thought that this blessing from God would earn her husband’s love. Each of the first three times she was disappointed. She could not earn what Jacob would not freely give. Finally she realized this, saying “This time I will praise the LORD.”

It would be easy to view Leah as hopelessly deceived, but who can say they have not done the same? Who can say they have not shown kindness, provided gifts, or spent time to earn friendship and love? Who among us does not need human affection and love?
And further, can any of us really say that we have not tried the same approach with God? We all, at times, in our weakness have tried to “make deals” with God, or considered that some activity of ours must earn us special merit or treatment. It is a natural sinful tendency to try to earn God’s love.
However, that love is not for sale. It cannot be bought at any price, especially not by corrupted and polluted sinners such as ourselves. Rather, it must be freely given by one whose heart is in love, and who seeks to love even such people as ourselves.

Such a one was Jesus, the greatest son of Judah, and the only Son of God. He was love, and his birth and life showed that love perfectly. He did not turn his back on any who suffered or needed his help, but freely poured out his life for others. This tremendous innate love moved him to suffer eternity in hell on the cross for each human, freeing us from condemnation and earning for us the love of the Father. His resurrection proved that the payment was enough, and that we no longer had to doubt God’s love for mankind or try to earn it. I John 3 reminds us, “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.”

In this life, we may have to struggle with the love of humans, as Leah did. But we need never struggle with the love of God, for the love of God is revealed perfectly in the person of Jesus Christ. As we learn to know him, we gain confidence to claim that love as our own, and to trust in it for time and eternity. And that perfect love, freely given, moves us to say, “This time I will praise the LORD!”
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“what he has promised...”
Did you ever make an agreement that involved a long period of time? For example, did you ever agree to get together ten or twenty years later, perhaps at a reunion? Did you ever offer to give a gift that could only be delivered after many years?

If so, I congratulate you on your memory. I am certain I have made such agreements, but have forgotten even the people and terms. I stand no chance of actually making good on these agreements, unless someone comes and reminds me of what they were. Even then, I would likely have to take him at his word.

In the book of Genesis, God promised to Adam and Eve that he would send a Savior—an “offspring” of Eve who would “crush the head” of Satan. Their first son, Cain, was not that person—he was a murderer. After that, one could imagine each person longing for the fulfillment of that promise. Over time, however, only one man, Noah, remembered that promise. After the flood, the promise also seemed to fade as people got weary of waiting. So God again revealed that promise clearly to Abraham. In Genesis 18, a remarkable visit takes place between Abraham and the Lord:
Then the LORD said, "Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?  Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him. For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just, so that the LORD will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him."
The visit by “three men” included one who was “the LORD.” A man who is God we can identify as the Second Person of the Trinity—the Son of God who took human flesh before his incarnation as the baby in Bethlehem. This Son of God told Abraham that “all nations on earth will be blessed” through the promise of that Savior. This was based on God’s promise to “direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord.” It was the promise of God to do “what he has promised him.”

The fact that the one making the promise, the Son of God, was also the one who would keep the promise added finality to the fact. He was God, and could do what he said. He would not forget or change his mind. He was working out all things as preparation for that coming.
Into a world full of sinful doubters, Jesus came to live a focused and holy life. Into a world of people determined to be their own gods, and to save themselves, he came to die once for the sins of the world, and to raise himself from the dead as the sacrifice of atonement. Into a world that rushes about chasing its own dreams and priorities, Jesus came to show the plan of the Father and to carry out that plan as he had promised.

In John 14, Jesus made promises about our future:

"Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going."
For thousands of years people have been waiting for Jesus to “come back” and take us to be with him. But during those many years the Son of God has also been among us, working out his promises for our good by his mighty power. He has worked through his means of grace—the gospel in Word and Sacrament—to calm fears, create faith, build trust, and forgive sins—to carry out his personal plan of salvation for each one of us. Since he is God, we know that he will keep his promise—he will not forget or change his mind. He is coming soon, and we can trust his Word, for he will do “what he has promised.”
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“very good”

What would it be like to live in a perfect world? John Lennon sang about it, people have dreamed of it and wished for it, but only the Bible tells us about it truthfully. Selected verses from Genesis 1-2 describe the creation of a perfect world by a perfect God:

God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. 
Now the LORD God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed. And the LORD God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground—trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the LORD God commanded the man, "You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die." 

The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.

Taken together, we get an illustration of a world that is indeed “very good”—a place where people have blessings from God such as beauty and food. In this perfect world, mankind had work to do, but it did not seem like work. He “was free” to do the will of God in perfect love. And neither Adam nor his wife felt any shame, for there was no reason for shame. What a world!
Looking around, we can see that this world is not such a place—it is not “very good.” Rather, the blessings we have from God are often abused, and work is never “free.” No humans can claim to love either God or other men with perfect love. And shame abounds, growing up like weeds from the sinful seed planted by the devil. We are not in a perfect world, nor can we do anything to make this world or ourselves perfect. And that is unfortunate, because perfection is the “gold standard” God demands. “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” said Jesus in Matthew 5. To do otherwise is to earn hell.

What we cannot do for ourselves, however, God chose to do through his Son Jesus. “At just the right time, while we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.” He came into a sinful and fallen world and lived without any flaw—without a single incidence of error. His victory came when he endured the flames of hell on our behalf on the cross—to purge us of sin by his own suffering. He was “sin for us” that we might be “the righteousness of God.”

He did this to present himself as a perfect sacrifice—one that is able to save sinful man from his imperfection. He did this to raise himself in holiness at Easter. He did this to establish his throne of glory in the heavens, and to “go and prepare and place” for us.

Revelation 21 pictures the goodness of this new place of perfection, won for us by Jesus:
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away."
On the last day, Jesus will come and complete the work of freeing this world from sin, and take us to a perfect world in heaven. On that day, and forever, we will be free to enjoy his company, without shame, but with perfect love for him and others. On that day we will raise the hymn of praise to our God, and proclaim, “It is very good!”
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