“Pure”

One of the big disadvantages, a friend once told me, to studying microbiology is that you learn to know all of the germs and bacteria and “bugs” out there, and learn what terrible things they can do. Handshakes seem like threats, kisses are disasters, and public bathrooms are strictly non-starters. I suppose one could simply try to forget, or pretend it didn’t exist. But I doubt either one would really help.

Just as life is filled with germs, it is also filled sin, every bit as contagious, more deadly, and universal in scope. So how, in a world filled with evil, do I stay pure? Psalm 119 answers that question:

How can a young man keep his way pure? 
       By living according to your word. 

I seek you with all my heart; 
       do not let me stray from your commands. 

I have hidden your word in my heart 
       that I might not sin against you. 

Praise be to you, O LORD; 
       teach me your decrees. 

With my lips I recount 
       all the laws that come from your mouth. 

I rejoice in following your statutes 
       as one rejoices in great riches. 

I meditate on your precepts 
       and consider your ways. 

I delight in your decrees; 
       I will not neglect your word.

The short answer is “by living according to your word.” The long answer is that only in the Word of God—in God’s commands, statutes, precepts, and decrees is perfection and life found. Unfortunately, that perfect life is not represented by us—rather, by nature we are more like the germs, prone to get others sick and to cause trouble and difficulty. By nature we are evil, prone to sin, and condemned eternally to hell.

But the Word answers our evil with the relentless perfection of the Son of God—the “Word made flesh.” At just the right time, when we were lost in our trespasses and sins, Christ came to pay the debt of our sin, and to die eternally in our place. When he died, he did so to take upon himself all the pain and difficulty we deserved for our impurity; and to declare all sin forgiven by his atoning death for mankind.

It is also through the God’s means that the sanctifying Holy Spirit works—through the Gospel message in Word and Sacrament. There, we receive the gift of faith that applies this perfect gift to our souls, the faith that washes us clean in the blood of the Lamb. This new man inside of us moves us to want to confess our sins, to learn God’s Word, to stay close to the Spirit, to avoid sin, and to ponder and love our Savior’s words and works. In Christ Jesus, we stay pure—and because we are declared pure, we stay close to Christ Jesus.
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“Charge him no interest…”

“Zero-interest loans, with no down-payment!”  Sound a little fishy? You and I might wonder what the catch will be.

In our modern society, we base economic system on the idea of earning and giving interest.  Money works for you.  Time is money.

When God gave the Ten Commandments in the book of Exodus, he also gave various commands to the children of Israel.  Among them was a command regarding interest in Exodus 22:

   "If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not be like a moneylender; charge him no interest. If you take your neighbor's cloak as a pledge, return it to him by sunset, because his cloak is the only covering he has for his body. What else will he sleep in? When he cries out to me, I will hear, for I am compassionate.

According to God, the needy were to be given money free of interest, and even their meager pledges were not to be held from them.  This command was based on the majesty and compassion of God, who sees and judges all things.

If this seems shocking, it really is.  It commands each of us to consider a person more valuable than any possessions we might own, and to act accordingly.

Some might say that the Old Testament commands no longer apply to us, so that we can ignore this command of God.  But consider what Jesus said about this topic in Matthew 5:

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. 

If we examine ourselves by this standard, we have to admit that we have often loved money more than other people, and more than Jesus.  We have not willingly loaned and given to both friend and foe alike.  We have not met God’s demand that we “be perfect.”

Fortunately for us, Jesus was perfect.  He gave to all, even his enemies, freely and willingly.  His Good Friday gift of suffering in hell was his greatest gift of all to greedy mankind in need of perfection.  His resurrection gave us reassurance that “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself.”  Now, his perfectly giving life is credited to us, and we have a new attitude and way of thinking.

God in Christ has paid our debt, both principal and interest, in our time of need.  May we also strive to pay the debts of those around us!
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“Why?”

One of the best and worst questions in the world is “Why?” It can be a wonderful question when we apply our human reason to determining the causes of some problem, to solve it. It can give deeper understanding to students, more insight to researchers, and guidance to those who are in trouble. But it can also be a terrible question when it is pointed at the depths of the human soul. Jeremiah 17 tells us that the “heart is deceitful beyond all cure; who can understand it?” Regardless, people of all times, suffering and losing hope, have asked the fatal question, “Why?”

Fortunately, God gives an answer to the question “Why?” in Malachi 2:

Another thing you do: You flood the LORD's altar with tears. You weep and wail because he no longer pays attention to your offerings or accepts them with pleasure from your hands. You ask, "Why?" It is because the LORD is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant. 

Has not the LORD made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth. 

"I hate divorce," says the LORD God of Israel, "and I hate a man's covering himself with violence as well as with his garment," says the LORD Almighty. 
      So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith.

In the book of Malachi, the despair is such that the people “flood the LORD’s altar with tears.” They are said to “weep and wail” and ask the question “Why?” Specifically, “Why does God no longer pay attention to the offerings or accept them with pleasure?” And the answer is given directly—the LORD is “acting as the witness” that the people have “broken faith” with God. Even though God had “made them one,” they had chosen to “divorce” themselves from God. Therefore, they were going to suffer for their sins, both physically (as they were taken into exile) and spiritually (apart from God for eternity).

The same answer to the children of Israel also comes to our questions of “Why?” Why do I suffer? It is because of my sin, my “breaking faith” with God. It cannot be God’s fault, for he is sinless and holy. Therefore, when I suffer, it is always indirectly caused by sin in this world, and often, more directly, caused by my sin. And my sin is substantial—in every day, through thousands of thoughts and words and actions, we distance ourselves from the only true God and “break faith” with his righteous decrees. Indeed, if we were to examine ourselves honestly with just the First Commandment, we might be led instead to ask “Why not more?” instead of “Why?”—Why not death right now? Why not hell right now?

It is a testimony to the goodness of God that we are not destroyed immediately, to burn eternally in hell. It is a witness to his patience and his goodness that we have a “time of grace” on this earth to ask questions, and to get answers. And it is a mark of his love that, in Christ, he has provided us with the only real answer to the only real question, “What must I do to be saved?”
In his love he chose Jesus as this answer, to be a “sacrifice of atonement,” to carry out the tremendous task of suffering eternity in hell that we deserve daily, while he was bleeding and dying at Calvary. Even though he was God, he chose to make himself lower than man, to be our servant, by taking righteous wrath upon himself, for our redemption. Our “brokenness” was placed upon the Son of God on that fateful day; our spiritual prostitution was paid in full by the Savior of the world.

To bring this forgiveness to us, then, Jesus ascended to heaven to send “The Counselor,” the Holy Spirit, to mark us as his children, and to apply the saving blood of Christ to us. It is through the means of grace that this redemption was applied to us, and continues to be given to us by grace through faith. That faith came to us when we were faithless; it was applied to us when we were “dead in our sins and trespasses.” In his love, Christ chose to wash away our “covering” of violence and hatred and make us his children, “holy and dearly loved.”

For such grace, we can only ask the awed question, “Why?” Why am I chosen for such grace? Why am I the one who benefits from a Savior’s dying love? Why am I so valuable to God, that he would give himself for me, while his Son perishes? There is no answer in human reason for such questions, but the answer is wrapped up in the mystery of God’s great love. When we hear his Word, we learn of the grace that is in Christ Jesus—eternally we will enjoy the grace and love of God in heaven for his sake. On that day, all our questions will find answers in Him. Until that day, may we seek to find in his Word the truth of both life and death.
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“be true”
“Can you pass the test?” This question has been asked of job applicants, aspiring actors, would-be sports stars, and potential students. In order to fulfill a role, often one must be capable, and prove it through testing.

One such a test is presented in Micah 7, for anyone who would be “God:”
Who is a God like you, 
       who pardons sin and forgives the transgression 
       of the remnant of his inheritance? 
       You do not stay angry forever 
       but delight to show mercy. 

You will again have compassion on us; 
       you will tread our sins underfoot 
       and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea. 

You will be true to Jacob, 
       and show mercy to Abraham, 
       as you pledged on oath to our fathers 
       in days long ago.

If one thinks of the qualifications to be “God,” to rule over mankind and control destinies, one often thinks of power and glory. No man living has these qualifications—no man living is powerful enough and worthy to be in charge of the destinies of mankind. But when the qualifications in Micah 7 are revealed, they present themselves in an entirely different manner; only God is worthy because of his mercy. For Micah 7 asks, “who pardons sin and forgives the transgression?” Who is it who will “delight to show mercy?” Who is it who “will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea?” Who, like God, can “be true” and “show mercy” and he has “pledged on oath?”

When we examine our lives, we find that the quality of our forgiveness is often shallow indeed. How often haven’t we made our mercy conditional, or held (even private) grudges against those who have hurt us. How often haven’t we given our love sparingly, or expected “change” from a broken heart? How often have we been less than “true” to perfect love, forgetting that we ourselves are covered with the filth of sin and the stain of guilt? Indeed, if willingness to forgive completely is a prerequisite of God; if keeping our pledged oaths of forgiveness is mandatory for a Savior, then I cannot save myself or anyone else. The quality of my forgiveness is too tainted with evil for me to “be true.”
Fortunately for me, the eternal plan of God was never for me to be my own Savior. Rather, because God does “delight to show mercy,” he chose for himself the most difficult and costly way to work out my salvation, by coming into this world as a human, by suffering eternal death on the cross for all of my hesitant love and all of my insincere forgiveness. In Christ Jesus, God demonstrated the depth of his love for being true and showing mercy by pouring out upon himself the damnation we deserved and fulfilling in him the requirements for eternal life. When Jesus was punished on the cross, he “tread underfoot” our sins; when Christ was declared to have paid the entire penalty for sin, he “hurled all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.” In Christ, we have full redemption, for in Christ we see the full mercy of the Father in human form, sacrificed and broken in our place on the tree.

But the mercy of God did not end two thousand years ago; it continued on the day that we were brought to faith through the application of the Gospel on our souls in baptism. And it continues today, in the Word and Sacrament, for the God who “delights to show mercy” today pousr out his gift of grace on us, and is not content to rest until he has “tread our sins underfoot” through his Gospel message. Today, in his means of grace, God seeks to “pardon sins” and “forgive the transgression” into which we have fallen. Today, he seeks to “be true” to himself, for he is God, the only God, the true and loving God, who fulfills his oaths of redemption and peace through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
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“they will not find it.”
I have a simple mind, but to this day, I still have difficulty with the question, “Did you find everything you were looking for?” When a clerk asks me this, it makes me wonder what they are going to do. Do they have what I need behind their counter? Or are they telling me that they could give me directions to find something in the store? If so, am I going to leave the cash register and go and look for that one last item? Or will they send someone else to get it while I wait? I just don’t understand the motive for the question, so often I just mumble something and look the other way. Even if I missed something, I am too embarrassed or confused to reply.
It is possible for each of us to have a similar reaction to the Word of God, especially when we hear about a “famine in the land” in Amos 8:

"The days are coming," declares the Sovereign LORD, 
       "when I will send a famine through the land— 
       not a famine of food or a thirst for water, 
       but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD. 

Men will stagger from sea to sea 
       and wander from north to east, 
       searching for the word of the LORD, 
       but they will not find it. 

"In that day 
       "the lovely young women and strong young men 
       will faint because of thirst. 

They who swear by the shame of Samaria, 
       or say, 'As surely as your god lives, O Dan,' 
       or, 'As surely as the god of Beersheba lives'—
       they will fall, never to rise again."

Through the prophet Amos, God spoke of a time when there would be a “famine in the land”—not a “famine of food or a thirst for water,” but a “famine of hearing the words of the LORD.” People would “stagger from sea to sea” searching for the “word of the LORD” but would “not find it.” Those who search would “faint because of thirst” and would “fall, never to rise again.” Even for my simple mind, the picture of hell here is unmistakable. For on “that day” of judgment, there will no longer be any opportunity to hear the Word of God—on that last day those who trust in other gods will indeed fall, “never to rise again.”

But even before that day, we should exercise due caution in our lives. For how many times can we reject the LORD in his Word; how many times can we modify or simplify or twist his righteous and holy will; how many times can we simply ignore his perfect decrees; before he decides that he will take away his Word and send it elsewhere? For the people at the time of Amos, there was only judgment awaiting them, for they had scorned the God and Father of their nation; their famine was self-inflicted, and now, seeking the Word of God, they could “not find it.” Are we, who are just as sinful as they, also inviting the LORD to remove his Word by our many and petty idolatries?
It is a measure of God’s grace that he does not make the preaching and teaching of his Word dependent upon us, for we would surely make a dry hell out of his heavenly message. Rather, in love he chose to have his Son Jesus come to earth to be “the Word made flesh.” In the person of the Christ, God chose to have the fullness of his holy will revealed—first, in his perfect and obedient life, and second, in his willing sacrifice for sin. When Jesus came to die on the cross for our sinful despising of the means of grace, he bore in his body all our sins. In doing so, he released “a flood of blood and water” from his side that washed away the dusty sins of mankind forever.

This blood of the Messiah was sufficient to pay the debt for our sins, for it was the blood of God. His words, “It is finished!” and his resurrection prove that truth. This same blood was placed on us in the waters of baptism, bringing us the benefit even when we deserved only death. When God chose us, he gave us his Son’s perfect sacrifice as an atoning gift, and produced “streams of living water” within us through his means of grace. Even though we continue to live in a land filled with the dryness of sin, God is still pleased to “shower us” with his Word, and we “do well to listen to it.” In that Word, we find all that we need for this life and the next. Through that Word, we continue to gain eternal life, assurance of sins forgiven, and peace with God.
On the last day, we need not fear that God will ask us, “Did you find everything you were looking for?” or wonder if we are ready for the final revealing of all things. If we have Christ, we have all we need, both today and eternally. Thanks be to God for giving us our Savior through his Word and Sacraments!
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“like a faulty bow”
I was asked the other day why I don’t golf. I recalled the story about how I took golfing in college, and managed to hit the gym teacher’s truck, even when it was impossible to hit the ball in that direction. Evidently, I had broken the laws of physics, and twisted my swing in an entirely new and unfortunate manner. But my errors seem to be more widespread than that—I also find myself using a saw, a keyboard, a car, and much, much more in “crooked” ways. God speaks of this tendency to go astray in Hosea 7:

Woe to them, 
       because they have strayed from me! 
       Destruction to them, 
       because they have rebelled against me! 
       I long to redeem them 
       but they speak lies against me. 

They do not cry out to me from their hearts 
       but wail upon their beds. 
       They gather together for grain and new wine 
       but turn away from me. 

I trained them and strengthened them, 
       but they plot evil against me. 

They do not turn to the Most High; 
       they are like a faulty bow. 

For the sinful people of Israel, their crookedness was evident in many ways—they had “strayed” from God and “rebelled against” him. Even though he longed to “redeem” them, they spoke lies and turned away. Even though God had “trained them and strengthened them,” they plotted evil against God. In their nature they were as worthless as a “faulty bow.” The metaphor here is apt, for the word “sin” itself was originally an archery term, used to describe the act of “missing the target.” One with a faulty bow was unable by nature to hit the target perfectly; mankind full of “sin” is in a similar situation, unable to fulfill the commands of God and hit the target of perfect thoughts, words and lives. For such people, warped people, there is only “woe” and “destruction;” for what is a faulty bow good for, except for burning as garbage?

Because we cannot and would not by nature keep to God’s straight path of salvation, God in his mercy sent Jesus Christ into the world to be perfect in our place. While he was on earth, he lived a life of relentless obedience to his Father, and to the Law. He never once “shot off” his mouth, or missed with his acts of love and kindness. Instead, his entire life was one of holy service to God and his fellow man. But his greatest act of service was his willing sacrifice for a ruined world on the cross—when he chose to suffer and die in hell eternally for us, he destroyed the power of sin and the devil to condemn and destroy us. When Christ “was pierced for our transgressions,” he kept his Father’s eternal plan of salvation for a world that deserved nothing good.

It is the mercy of God that, while we were still sinners, Christ chose not to cast us away, but to redeem us by being broken by sin in our place, that we might be made whole. It is the grace of God that he put this act of redemption upon us by his baptismal power, when we were still caught in bondage to the powers of this evil world. It is the love of God that he still proclaims this message of Gospel redemption to us, turning us away from our sins and proclaiming to us the ongoing love of an eternal Savior from sin. Only a perfectly wise and powerful God could plan out “all things” so that we have any hope; only a perfectly loving and gracious God would dare to take all evil upon himself so that we might be set free to serve and love him eternally.
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“like the stars”

One of the side benefits of living in an area of less population is the absence of what astronomers call “light pollution.” When one lives in a city, it never gets really dark, because the light from streetlights and neon signs shines up into the sky. This prevents the star-gazers from seeing all of the stars and heavenly sights in their full contrast. If, on the other hand, one goes far away from human activity, one can see the stars in full contrast, for the dark is very dark. 

This concept of the contrast between light and dark is often seen in the Bible, including in Daniel 12:

"At that time Michael, the great prince who protects your people, will arise. There will be a time of distress such as has not happened from the beginning of nations until then. But at that time your people—everyone whose name is found written in the book—will be delivered. Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt. Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever."

In this section of Scripture, one “like a man” appears to Daniel and describes to him the last days of the earth. Even though he spoke thousands of years ago, he spoke as one who knows the future exactly. He spoke of a “time of distress” that was coming, when the “multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth” would awake; some to “everlasting life,” and others to “shame and everlasting contempt.” But those who “are wise” would “shine the brightness of the heavens.” They would shine “like the stars forever and ever.”

And who are these wise? Not me, not by nature. By myself I can’t claim to have wisdom, or to be able to “shine forever.” No amount of effort or wishful thinking can make it so. By nature, rather, I am heir and participant in the “deepest darkness” of sin, and captive to the devil and his particular brand of evil. In myself, I am one who is reserved for “shame and everlasting contempt.”

So who are the wise? The one who appeared to Daniel was also the one who would appear years later, in Bethlehem, to bring his wisdom to this world. He came to those who “were his own” but they “received him not.” Rather, “his own” doubted and mocked him, and arrested and condemned him. They also would not “shine forever” because of sin. In fact, there is “no one living” who is wise enough to shine perfectly “like the stars.”
Rather, the wise are those who have been given the gift of wisdom by this same person, Jesus Christ. This gift was purchased at Calvary, paid for by the blood of the Savior, and declared perfect by his victorious resurrection. This gift was distributed through baptism at infancy, and later through the Gospel message of the Bible and in Holy Communion. This gift was assured by the promises of God, that “whoever believes and is baptized will be saved.” Those who Jesus has redeemed and claimed through the gift of faith are those who will “shine forever” like the stars, for they shine with the glory given them by God through his Word.

As this world ages and decays, it will grow darker—it will experience “dark pollution.” But in the midst of this terrible and damnable darkness, the light of Jesus Christ still shines like a beacon, offering life and peace to those who receive faith from God. John 1 states:

There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. 

He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. 

By the grace of God we were “born of God” through mercy—by that same grace we are assured of a perfect life with Christ in eternity. Praise be to Jesus, for his perfect light! Praise be to the Holy Spirit, who gives us the light that shines “like the stars forever and ever!”
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“I will…”

“Failure.”  It’s such an ugly word, because it is so personal.  When I fail, I understand that an opportunity was lost, a talent was wasted, or a relationship was damaged.  Often a failure works its way into our psyche, and makes us feel that we are failures.  That feeling can create sadness, anger, or despair.

Oddly enough, however, “failure” is a good summary of how the Old Testament nation of Israel carried out its work of staying close to God.  The old covenant was simple—“I will be your God, and you will be my people.”  Unfortunately, while God held up his end, the Israelites did not.  They turned away from God, fell into idolatry, and finally were taken away from their promised land of Canaan.

“Failure” is also a good summary of how we treat God in the New Testamant era.  Just cursory look through the Ten Commandments will serve to convince us that every day, in thought, word and action, by what we do and what we leave undone, we have failed to be God’s people.  Like Israel, this failure leads us to turn away from his Word, worship gods of money, success, friends, or laziness, and if left untreated, will remove us from fellowship with Him.

This failure led God to do the unthinkable—to choose to take up our sins and failures in Himself.  He chose to send a son, Jesus, to live a life of commitment to God, and to suffer the wrath of God on the cross.  Our failures became His success.  His success was given to us in place of our failures.  Because we could not do right, He was right for us.  In doing so, we received a new fellowship with Him, as a free gift.

This action of God is summed up in Ezekiel 36, when he talked about what He would do to keep the covenant:

    " 'For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. You will live in the land I gave your forefathers; you will be my people, and I will be your God. I will save you from all your uncleanness.”
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“I will do it.”

So, we have a bit of work to do in our backyard. First off, we have a pine tree or two that tower over the house. They are enormous and healthy, but we often wonder if they are safe. Couldn’t they be blown down in a single storm, especially if the roots are weak? We have an elm tree that is sure to have Dutch elm disease. Should we cut it down before it shows the disease and spreads it? Also, we have trees that need trimming, and one smaller tree that seems to have died. We fertilized it, but it appears not to be producing any more leaves. So it needs to be cut down, and a new tree put in its place. No force on earth can bring a dry tree back to life. So, all in all, we have quite a bit of work in our backyard to do.
In Ezekiel 17, God uses the picture of a “dry tree” to demonstrate the power and wisdom of God:

" 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I myself will take a shoot from the very top of a cedar and plant it; I will break off a tender sprig from its topmost shoots and plant it on a high and lofty mountain. On the mountain heights of Israel I will plant it; it will produce branches and bear fruit and become a splendid cedar. Birds of every kind will nest in it; they will find shelter in the shade of its branches. All the trees of the field will know that I the LORD bring down the tall tree and make the low tree grow tall. I dry up the green tree and make the dry tree flourish. 

      " 'I the LORD have spoken, and I will do it.' "

In the book of Ezekiel, God points out that the nation of Israel is not producing the fruit of faith he demands and expects. Therefore, God resolved in love to “bring down the tall tree” of Israel, and to “take a shoot” from a cedar and “plant it.” This “tender sprig” would be a new tree, which would “produce branches and bear fruit and become a splendid cedar.” It would grow on the “high and lofty mountain” and provide “shelter” for birds and people. But the green tree would dry up, and be left for ruin. God would “do it” according to his Word.

Although the nation of Israel seemed to be a mighty “green tree,” all was not well. The people of God had strayed from God, and in doing so became worthless. Some had been trimmed off, some had died in their unbelief, and some were dried up and withered. All in all, the land was so damaged by sin that it seemed a mercy to simply “burn it up” and begin again. As was Israel, so are we, by nature. In our lives, sin has so infected our thoughts and actions that we cannot rid ourselves of it. Our words do not demonstrate the fruit that God demands from his children. Despite the law’s work at “trimming back” our sinful desires and attitudes, we have so thoroughly damaged the good creation of God that it seems as if only the eternal fires of hell can completely purify and solve the mess.

It is the mercy of God, therefore, that in his love God chose a different path for us—that he chose to create a “righteous branch” called Jesus. This branch came from the “stump” of Israel, from the line of David, and was planted in Israel “when the time had fully come.” This branch was perfect, free of the stain and corruption of sin, and it grew straight and tall. It was watered by the Word, and produced only perfect fruit and complete shade. This “splendid cedar” was Jesus. Perfect though he was, Jesus came to suffer the flames of hell for us, which he endured when he was hung on the tree of Calvary. There, he perished eternally for each sin of thought and attitude, for each careless word and unfeeling action. There, he bore on his holy soul the damnation that we deserved, that we might be set free from the punishment of death and hell. He died to prove the victory, and was raised in power to rule over all on the “high and lofty mountain” of God.

As sin-damaged humans, the suffering and death of Jesus would have done us no good had it not been applied to us. As dry trees, the perfect life and innocent death of Jesus was placed upon us when the Holy Spirit brought us to faith. When the “living water” of Christ’s redemption was given to us through the means of grace, we were made alive in Christ, and our dead deeds and actions were taken away. It is this message of grace that makes a “dry tree” like you, and like me, “flourish.” This word of peace came to us in baptism, and it continues to come to us in Word and Sacrament. It is the water that washed away sin, and it continues to be powerful to keep us from sin, and nourish and feed us for eternal life. And should I wonder if this could really be true, I can understand that the LORD has “spoken” this promise, and has promised that he “will do it.” The promise of God is as certain as God himself is. He can and will carry out all that he has promised, for he is God, and God “cannot lie.”

I do have some “tree-work” to do in my backyard. But this work is nothing compared to the work of God for me—nothing compared to the efforts the Father made to plan my salvation, the Son made to die on my behalf, and the Spirit made to bring me to faith and make me “flourish” in the garden of the LORD forever. Praise be to God that he has made his promise by his Word! Praise be to God that he “will do it!” today and eternally through his Word!
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“living water”
Dishes that wash themselves. Dinners that make themselves. Rooms that clean themselves. And all of this for free.

For busy homemakers, to have such chores done without effort or cost might well be a dream come true. It would free up quite a bit of time for other endeavors. It would reduce some of the blaming and guilt that comes from tasks that don’t get done. It would make peace between people, and reduce the stress of time. Problem is, such things don’t do themselves, or work for free. Household chores take time, effort, and money. But praise be to God that his salvation does really work by itself, for free, as Jeremiah 17 proclaims:

O LORD, the hope of Israel, 
       all who forsake you will be put to shame. 
       Those who turn away from you will be written in the dust 
       because they have forsaken the LORD, 
       the spring of living water. 

Heal me, O LORD, and I will be healed; 
       save me and I will be saved, 
       for you are the one I praise. 

The “shame of Israel” was in their rejection of God, in their turning away from the LORD and forsaking him. This was because the LORD is “the spring of living water.” Such a spring comes to us to “heal us,” and when it touches us we “will be healed.” When it comes to us to “save” us, we “will be saved.” It works by itself, on us, and creates complete cleanliness and perfection. This is why the psalmist reminds us that only God is “the one” who deserves praise.

Spiritually, we are all covered with the shame and dirt of living unclean lives among unclean people. By nature, we cannot even begin to make ourselves worthy to be with God eternally. For us, then, Jesus came into the world to be “living water” that cleanses our souls. He came to die in our place on the cross, to suffer hell for us that we might be set free from guilt and damnation. In Jesus, every sin of every sinner of all time found complete payment in the “flow of blood and water” that came from his side.

This cleansing flood of “living water” was placed on us in our baptism, on the day when we were made children of God by the working of the Holy Spirit in the means of grace. Through the water and the Word, we received a living and active faith, which clings to that redemption won by Jesus and is proclaimed holy and righteous for Christ’s sake. On that day, God made us who were sinners clean “so that we might be the righteousness of God.”

And such cleansing takes place regularly, constantly, through the finished atoning work of Christ and the ongoing powerful action of the Gospel in the Word. We need no longer make any atonement for sin, for Christ’s perfect work was sufficient for us. Because he has healed us, we are healed. Because he saved us, we are saved. With Jeremiah, we can confess that this freedom from guilt and fear are wonderful reasons to proclaim that Christ is “the one I praise!”
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“inside, there is only death.”

If you have been to a funeral, you know the feeling. The person lays in the coffin, looking much as they did when they were alive. Everything is present except the spirit of the person. Without that spirit, however, the person is truly dead, for they no longer have the breath of life within them. For those who attend the funeral, however, there is another type of death—the death of sorrow inside. One would need to be especially callous to not feel the emptiness that comes from realizing that this life is temporary, and that all people will eventually die. These feelings of sorrow, reflection, confusion, and anger are reflected in God’s Word in Lamentations 1:

Zion stretches out her hands, 
       but there is no one to comfort her. 
       The LORD has decreed for Jacob 
       that his neighbors become his foes; 
       Jerusalem has become 
       an unclean thing among them. 

"The LORD is righteous, 
       yet I rebelled against his command. 
       Listen, all you peoples; 
       look upon my suffering. 
       My young men and maidens 
       have gone into exile. 

"I called to my allies 
       but they betrayed me. 
       My priests and my elders 
       perished in the city 
       while they searched for food 
       to keep themselves alive. 

"See, O LORD, how distressed I am! 
       I am in torment within, 
       and in my heart I am disturbed, 
       for I have been most rebellious. 
       Outside, the sword bereaves; 
       inside, there is only death." 

The deep torment and distress of the writer as he views the destruction of Jerusalem was caused by the realization of two truths—one, the complete and utter desolation the Lord had visited upon the city; and the acknowledgement of the evil actions that caused this destruction. The suffering had come because the people had been “most rebellious,” even though the Lord “is righteous.” The knowledge that sin had moved God to destroy the city caused him “torment within” and inside he felt “only death.”

We might also feel this way at a funeral, experiencing regret for opportunities missed, for hard words said, or kindnesses left undone. Our reactions to death lead us to see that life is inherently evil, and that when others perish, we too feel some blame for their troubles. By nature, we contribute to and suffer from the curse that came upon sinful Adam and Eve, “On the day you sin, you will surely die.” As sinful humans, we die and kill little by little with our evil words and actions and thoughts; left to ourselves, we would die eternally in hell for our evil.
It is a wonder of Christ, then, that he came not only to be perfect in a way we could not—to remain holy even when surrounded by sinful people—but that he carried out his plan of salvation in such a way that we could be set free from “the curse of death.” His plan was to be counted as a criminal, to be crucified and damned forever at the hands of his Father, in the place of each and every evil human being. When he was on the cross, Jesus experienced eternal death in the four hours of his torment. Then, having said that his work was “finished,” he died, was buried, and rose again to show his Father’s satisfaction with his redemption and to proclaim his victory over death forever.
When Christ rose from the dead, the broke the stranglehold death had on mankind by becoming death for us—he destroyed the power of death to terrify us and condemn us. When we were given the gift of faith through the means of grace, we were declared with power to be heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, to share in his sufferings so that we might live eternally with him in heaven. “Because I live, you also will live,” he assures us. That assurance is a powerful blessing in life, and a wonderful comfort as we sit at the side of a dying or dead friend, knowing that the promises of Christ are certain and sure.

One day, each of us will also face death. On that day, the curse of the sin will take hold on our physical bodies. But when we die in Christ, that death we die will merely be the beginning of a new and far better life—a life that has been given to us because Christ took our death inside himself and gave us his life in its place. When we see or experience sin or death, may we cling to Christ’s death on our behalf, and trust in it for every good now and eternally.
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“they will all know me…”

Who are you depending upon for your spiritual care?

Yourself?  Your pastor?  Oprah Winfrey?  No one?

This question sits at the heart of many people’s struggle to know God.  They may not feel that they really have anyone who they can trust with such an important job.  They may feel betrayed by the church, or may not trust everything they hear.  They may feel that no one cares for them as individuals.

Believe it or not, this same question was roiling around at the time of Jeremiah.  The people were facing destruction by the Babylonians, and the priests and prophets did not lead the people to God.  The end result was a great deal of despair and spiritual blindness.

But God had not abandoned them.  Instead, he was preparing them for a new covenant with him, one that would be direct and personal:

"The time is coming," declares the LORD, 
       "when I will make a new covenant 
       with the house of Israel 
       and with the house of Judah. 

It will not be like the covenant 
       I made with their forefathers 
       when I took them by the hand 
       to lead them out of Egypt, 
       because they broke my covenant, 
       though I was a husband to them," 
       declares the LORD. 

"This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel 
       after that time," declares the LORD. 
       "I will put my law in their minds 
       and write it on their hearts. 
       I will be their God, 
       and they will be my people. 

No longer will a man teach his neighbor, 
       or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' 
       because they will all know me, 
       from the least of them to the greatest," 
       declares the LORD. 
       "For I will forgive their wickedness 
       and will remember their sins no more." 

This new covenant was to be one-sided (from God to us) and personal (written on the heart).  It involves the forgiveness of wickedness, and the putting away of all sin.

This prophecy was fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ.  He came into this world as a unilateral act of God, and came to the people in their sins.  He brought a message of pardon and peace.  And he won forgiveness for us through his death on the cross.

This new covenant comes to us today through the message of the Gospel, found in Word and Sacrament.  When we read the Word of God, we receive the “power of God.”  When we take the body and blood of Jesus, we partake of “the new covenant in his blood, given for you for the forgiveness of sins.”

Because of these promises, we can say with confidence, “God is the one who will take care of me spiritually, through his means of grace.”
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“Can anyone hide?”

“It’s bugging me,” the little boy said on the trip to the zoo, “and I can’t get it away from me!  Go away!  Shoo!”

“What’s bugging you?” the father replied, looking around for some insect, small mammal, or person near his son.

“The sun!” the little boy answered.

Some people have this reaction to the Son as well.  Although they may not want to admit it, most people in America today believe in the existence of an all-powerful God.  If you really extend that concept, it can become very scary.  It means that God must know everything, and be everywhere.  God must know me, and be with me at all times.

God points out this truth in Jeremiah 23:

"Am I only a God nearby," 
       declares the LORD, 
       "and not a God far away? 

Can anyone hide in secret places 
       so that I cannot see him?" 
       declares the LORD. 
       "Do not I fill heaven and earth?" 
       declares the LORD. 

Although the Bible and all creation testifies to his power, mankind throughout history has tried to run away or deny the existence of God—even though he is everywhere.  The only way this can be done is to hide in the darkness, away from the Son, and stay there.  Because we have a sinful nature that cannot stand the presence of a holy God, this is where each of us would end up if left to ourselves.

God knew this when he sent Jesus.  This is why he sent him into a dark world, to find those trapped in the darkness of denial and despair.  John testified to this Light (The Word, Jesus Christ) in John 1:

   In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. 

    Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

    There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world. 

    He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God— children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. 

    The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 

Jesus came into the world to live a spotless life, and to die for us on the cross.  He came to give his light to us, to drive away the darkness within us.  He came to bring us into his heavenly kingdom of light day and forever.
God grant us the grace to see the Light of God, and to believe in the salvation that comes through the Son!

This e-votion was sent by Phil Rehberger on 9-11-07 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.
“What will you do in the end?”

Times were bad in the nation of Israel during the life of Jeremiah the prophet. The people had turned away from God, and were suffering for their sin. Even among the leaders, there was no knowledge of God and his laws. The nations “from the north” were preparing an invasion that would strip the land and take the people into exile. But among all these terrible events, only one was declared by God to be “horrible and shocking,” in Jeremiah 5:

"A horrible and shocking thing 
       has happened in the land: 

The prophets prophesy lies, 
       the priests rule by their own authority, 
       and my people love it this way. 
       But what will you do in the end?"

The “horrible and shocking thing” was the willingness of the leaders of the land to tell “lies” and “rule by their own authority.” Rather than speaking the clear and true Word of God, they spoke to the people and told them what they wanted to hear. This was aided and abetted by the people, who “love it this way.” It is justifiable for Jeremiah to wonder aloud what the end result would be, “in the end,” to such a horrible beginning.
The history of Israel and of all people point to the end result when the Word of God is ignored, and the priests and prophets tell lies of their own imagining, instead of the truth. The land is destroyed, as occurred at the time of the flood, in Israel, in Judah, and in every age and generation. The people are condemned in their ignorance. The sinful works of mankind are removed, but “the Word of the Lord stands forever.” And all of this is simply a foretaste of the greater judgment on the last day, when everything will be revealed as good or evil, based on the Word and will of God. So what we will do in the end?

When times are terrible, when the leaders prophesy lies and the people “love it this way,” there is only one thing to do—to flee to the cross of Christ. For this cross stands out from history as a monument to God’s abiding truth—to his plan of salvation that came “by his own hand.” Because mankind was too evil to save himself, God in mercy chose to send his Son into the world to work salvation for mankind. He did this by the perfect life of Christ, by his willing sacrifice for the lies and egotism of mankind, by his innocent death on our behalf, by his resurrection in glory and his ascension into heaven. Today he still proclaims the truth of his death for mankind through his means of grace—the working of the Holy Spirit in Word and Sacrament. Today he sends out his message of grace, gives forgiveness of sins, and brings his children to hear his truth and peace from his Word.
All of this is done without the help of sinful men and his lies, for it is done in spite of the evils and errors of mankind. All of this is done persistently and forcefully by God by his omnipotent will. And all of this is done through the Gospel, which is “the power of God for the salvation of those who believe.” Sinful leaders will still distort and smear this Gospel message with lies; sinful people will still ignore or change the message they hear. But none of these sins have power to do harm, for God is still working to bring his children to his heavenly home through the Word that he preaches every day. The God who “began this good work” in his children can “bring it to completion” through his Word, by his working, in his own time, even if the entire world turns away. For he is God; he is able “to do more than we can ask or imagine” through his message of life and grace; he is a strong fortress in times of trouble and a comfort in difficulty. Praise be to the Father, who gives us his Word of truth! Praise be to the Son, who died that we might be free of sin! Praise be to the Spirit, who gives us this same truth through this same Gospel message!
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“my word”

What is the value of a single drop of rain? If I sit and watch the rain fall, and notice one drop rolling down my window pane, I might conclude that there is not much purpose in it at all. It is here and gone, who knows where. But God does not take this view at all, as Isaiah 55 testifies:

"For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
       neither are your ways my ways," 
       declares the LORD. 

"As the heavens are higher than the earth, 
       so are my ways higher than your ways 
       and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

As the rain and the snow 
       come down from heaven, 
       and do not return to it 
       without watering the earth 
       and making it bud and flourish, 
       so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, 

so is my word that goes out from my mouth: 
       It will not return to me empty, 
       but will accomplish what I desire 
       and achieve the purpose for which I sent it. " 

Isaiah 55 testifies that God’s ways are not our ways, but are “higher” than our thoughts. He uses the example of “the rain and the snow.” They fall to the ground with a purpose, for “watering the earth and making it bud and flourish.” Through this process God uses rain to bring “seed for the sower and bread for the eater.” Being omniscient, God knows the purpose for each drop of rain that falls—each one has an intended target.

So it is also with the Word of God, which “goes out” from the mouth of God. It too goes with a purpose, and “will not return” to God “empty,” but will carry out the “the purpose” for which he sent it. As a drop of rain has purpose, so does a single syllable of the Word of God.

This should give us pause if we are tempted to try and malign, ignore, or doubt the Word of God. For we cannot without hazard take the almighty God’s potent Word and change it or its purpose—we cannot without danger minimize that which God has worked so tirelessly to bring to us today. And the danger to persistently channeling the Word of God away from us is a fire that burns in hell for all eternity.

For this Word of God has power as it testifies to us about the coming of the Son of God, Jesus Christ, into our world as a Savior from sin and hell. It reminds us that when Jesus died, he did so to pay the debt of sin we owed for our despising of the Gospel message and its means of coming to us. It tells us that since Christ took upon himself the sins of the world, and paid for them in full, we do not need to fear the demands of the Law for our perfection. And it encourages us to believe and trust in Jesus when he tells us “because I live, you also will live.”

All day long, every day, this Word goes out from the mouth of God to accomplish his purpose—to point out sin, to bring people to faith, to strengthen that faith, and to give power to live for Christ away from the fear of damnation. All day long God preaches his Gospel message through his means of grace—his love found in Word and Sacrament. Every tiny bit of it has tremendous power and purpose as it goes through out the world to quench the fires of hell in our souls, and to nourish our faith unto eternal life.
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“A small spark…”

For our family, living in California had its share of memorable moments, but one of the best was the day we put our house up for sale.  I had spent almost 3 weeks getting the house ready to sell, repainting, cleaning and fixing things up.  Finally I took the sign out into the yard, and was preparing to pound it in, when I heard the steady buzz of a fire plane overhead.  I looked up, and saw a dark cloud of smoke coming from the ravine behind our subdivision.  From that moment, I figured I would be getting rid of the house one way or another!

As I went over to look at the wildfire in the ravine, I talked with a neighbor.  He told me that some of the teens had been smoking in the ravine, and one had not put out his cigarette butt.  Such a small fire in dry conditions led to a grassfire that threatened homes and lives.

James 3 reminds us that we, too, live in a dry and fire-prone world:

Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.

In a practical sense, we might take courses, write down notes, and “hold our tongue,” to try to limit the evil that we might do with our words.  But in a real sense, we cannot begin to even try to change the essential nature of who we are.  Having a sinful nature and a tongue is, as the book of James testifies, a flammable combination.

Thus, it is great news that when Jesus came into the world, he came even to be perfect in his words.  Isaiah 53 looks forward to his perfect control by both what he didn’t say and what he did say:
He was oppressed and afflicted, 

    yet he did not open his mouth; 

    he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, 

    and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, 

    so he did not open his mouth. 

By oppression and judgment he was taken away. 

    And who can speak of his descendants? 

    For he was cut off from the land of the living; 

    for the transgression of my people he was stricken. 

He was assigned a grave with the wicked, 

    and with the rich in his death, 

    though he had done no violence, 

    nor was any deceit in his mouth. 

The death of Jesus was for our lies, our hurtful words, and our inflaming comments.  When he paid for those sins, they were washed away in his blood.  In their place, he sends his Holy Spirit to give us his words, and attitude, and control of our tongue.  Thus, for a Christian, the outer fire of the tongue finds its source and direction in the inner fire of the Holy Spirit.

May God grant each of us a full measure of this inner fire, through His Word!
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“That day”

“I’ll never do that again!”

Perhaps you have heard (or said) such words when a problem is resolved, or when a hard lesson is learned. Children say this when they face a punishment; adults say this when they suffer for a mistake. In each case there is a desire to roll back the clock, to turn away from the consequences and somehow avoid or undo them. But is it really possible to undo all harm? Or are there some things that cannot de undone?

Isaiah 24 answer this question indirectly, as it speaks of the punishment of “that day:”

In that day the LORD will punish 
       the powers in the heavens above 
       and the kings on the earth below. 

They will be herded together 
       like prisoners bound in a dungeon; 
       they will be shut up in prison 
       and be punished after many days. 

The moon will be abashed, the sun ashamed; 
       for the LORD Almighty will reign 
       on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 
       and before its elders, gloriously.

In “that day” God “will punish the powers in the heavens above” and the “kings of the earth below. The picture is of a final sentence, when they will “be herded together” and “shut up in prison.” Even the sun and moon will be shamed when “the LORD almighty will reign,” on that day. And why? Because of their sins. Because they set themselves up against the God of heaven, and because they sought their own glory rather than God’s glory. On “that day” all who sin should beware, for they will suffer hell and the eternal wrath of God.

This should give us pause, for it does not speak of any lessening of the sentence or second chances. Indeed, the very nature of hell as a place of eternal punishment separated from God does not leave much grey area—either one is apart from God eternally, or with God forever. Mitigating circumstances disappear. Extenuating reasons fall to the ground. All excuses vanish before the awful punishment of a righteous and angry God. The fact that the God of all might and wisdom is willing and able to set a day of punishment for “the power in the heavens above” and “the kings on the earth” is a warning to all to “kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and you be destroyed in your way.” (Psalm 2)

It is entirely the mercy of God, his undeserved love, which moved him to create a circumstance where the power and guilt of sin could be destroyed. In this grace he appointed his only Son, the Second Person of the Trinity, to come to earth and to place on his sinless existence the evils of all mankind. Because a just God could not simply ignore sin, God placed the sins of all mankind on himself in the person of the Messiah. He bore our sufferings when he was damned on the cross—he was condemned in our place for each and every failure and rebuke. The Father did not seek to shield his Son from any of his wrath, but poured out the entire cup of suffering on him, that all mankind might have free access to the forgiveness of sins in Christ Jesus.
Only a God of infinite wisdom could come up with such a plan—a plan that satisfies both his absolute mercy and his eternal justice. Only a God of infinite love could be willing to endure such an awful torment for every created human being. And only a God of eternal patience could be willing to cloak this powerful and wonderful message in a simple Gospel message, and send it to earth in simple words, water, bread, and wine. Because God has punished his Son once, there is no need for us to try (and fail) to pay for sin ourselves. God placed that forgiveness on us when we were baptized, and the forgiveness of sins it brings is as sure as God himself. No act of man or the devil can undo this redemption—no demon or person can keep this love of God from us in Christ Jesus. Praise be to God that he has done all that needs doing! Praise be to God that in Christ we need not fear the punishment of God on “that day!”

This e-votion was written and sent by Phil Rehberger on 9-05-07 from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Aberdeen, South Dakota. (www.trinityaberdeen.org) I pray that it uplifts and strengthens you in your faith. Subscription is free and open to all. To subscribe, send an e-mail with the subject line "Subscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com. To unsubscribe, please send an e-mail with the subject line "Unsubscribe E-votions" to phil@rehbergers.com.
“What a heavy burden!”

In the famous allegorical book, The Pilgrim’s Progress, written by John Bunyan, the main character Everyman carries with him a burden, which he receives from reading a book. This burden is the source of much anguish and pain, yet he cannot rid himself of it. One wonders if he didn’t get his source of inspiration from the Ecclesiastes 1, where Solomon describes this “heavy burden” each person carries:
I, the Teacher, was king over Israel in Jerusalem. I devoted myself to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid on men! I have seen all the things that are done under the sun; all of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind. 

What is twisted cannot be straightened; 
       what is lacking cannot be counted. 

I thought to myself, "Look, I have grown and increased in wisdom more than anyone who has ruled over Jerusalem before me; I have experienced much of wisdom and knowledge." Then I applied myself to the understanding of wisdom, and also of madness and folly, but I learned that this, too, is a chasing after the wind. 

For with much wisdom comes much sorrow; 
       the more knowledge, the more grief.

“The Teacher,” as king over Israel in a time of great prosperity and peace, had leisure to devote himself “to study and to explore by wisdom all that is done under heaven.” His conclusion? That God had laid “a heavy burden on men,” because in “all the things that are done under the sun,” all of them are “meaningless.” The more he studied, the more he realized that even study itself is “a chasing after the wind,” for “with much wisdom comes much sorrow.” Things in this world are inherently flawed, for “what is twisted cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot be counted.” Small wonder that he decided it all was “meaningless!”

Today, also, should we have the wisdom of Solomon and the leisure to study everything that is done “under the sun,” we would also see “a heavy burden” upon men. The newspapers are filled with it, and we experience it regularly as we go about our business. This world, and we ourselves, are twisted, so that every attempt to straighten leads to further twisting. This world, and we ourselves, are “lacking” what “cannot be counted.” Left to ourselves, we would likely conclude that life is “meaningless,” and simply live out our days “chasing after the wind.” Unfortunately, when we died, we would find the burden grown to epic proportions; we would then see that “what was lacking” was perfection, and we would have to spend eternity suffering God’s rejection for a life that did not live up to his perfect standards. The disease is not only untreatable by any human effort; it is eternally fatal and 100% deadly.
What joy it brings us, then, to hear that God did not simply leave mankind to mark days and die in “meaningless” pain. Rather, in love he chose to send his Son into the world to carry our burden, as he describes in Matthew 11:

"Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."

The work of Jesus was to suffer and die at the hands of a righteous Father, to take upon himself the twistedness of man and the damnation of hell when he placed himself upon the cross and bore all sin. Knowing full well that sin meant separation from God, he chose to be separated in our place, suffering the forsakenness that we deserved for our lack of perfection. In his mercy, Jesus chose to come and be made “meaningless” for us, that we might receive his meaningful, perfect, holy, and heaven-bound existence.
This exchange of souls—this swap of burdens—was given to us when we were baptized, and declared to be people of God in a twisted and sinful world. In our baptism, God placed upon us his perfection by the water and the Word. He gave us his “easy yoke” and his “light burden”—a life of love towards God and a life of perfection credited by Jesus to us. When we were burdened down, he gave us his holiness as a free gift, giving us “rest” from the evils of human nature and making us “gentle and humble in heart” by his powerful Word.

Having been thus rescued, and having had this rescue applied to us, the encouragement remains to “learn from” Jesus about his plan of salvation—to study his Word and see all that he has done. For his plan and his ways are “wisdom”—they are the sure antidote to the meaninglessness of our lives and the “heavy burden” God has placed upon men. They lead us to see our own sinfulness, and to turn away from sin; they teach us to flee to Christ for our relief, and to trust in the One who has given us “rest for our souls.”
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