Sermon for the Last Sunday of the Church Year
The Party to be Started
 The Party to Be Started
10 And while they were going to buy, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the marriage feast, and the door was shut.
Ancient Israelite weddings were much different than what we have today.  The bride’s party would be waiting at her house.  The groom would be getting himself and his party ready at his house and then he would lead his entire crew over to pick up his bride.  The announcement would come, “He comes the groom,” and the bride’s party would come out to meet him and he would lead everyone to the prepared banquet hall and get the party started. 

Dear saints, this is what you are waiting for.  You are waiting for your groom to come so that you can get the party started.  Brides and grooms do not wake up on their wedding day and say, “5 more minutes of sleep.”  They exclaim, “Today is the day.”  Children do not wake up on Christmas morning and say, “What’s for breakfast?”  They say, “Today is Christmas.”  This is how we are to view our Lord’s coming.

Any joyous occasions with friends and family and a drink or two of wine is incomparable to the joy that awaits you.  Any love that you have for the people or the things of this world is incomparable to the love that you will have for those whom you will be with in heaven and the love that you will have being in your Lord’s presence.  Any peace that you receive from being in the presence of the Lamb through His Word in this life is incomparable to the peace that awaits you and passes all understanding.

We say, “Come, Lord Jesus.  Come quickly,” because I’m ready to get this party started.  I’m ready to be rid of my sin.  No matter how hard I try here, I cannot be rid of my miserable failures.  I’m ready to be perfect in body because the curses of my health so often seem to far outweigh the blessings.  I’m ready to be rid of conflict with others, ready to be rid of the tongue lashings, and ready to be rid of my own miserable tongue lashing of others.  I’m ready to be with my God and live in peace and joy forever.  In others, let’s get this party started.

Any part of us, and I’m convinced there is a part in each of us, that thinks we have it better here doesn’t understand that we’re waiting for the party.  There were 10 bridesmaids waiting for the groom to come and take them to the party and when He was delayed, all 10 of them fell asleep.  It wasn’t just the foolish ones.  All sin and fall short of the glory of God – wise Christians who put their trust in God’s grace and forgiveness in Jesus and foolish unbelievers put their trust elsewhere.

The wise ones are not wise because they have gotten ridden of their sin and are living a pure and holy life.  They are not wise because they do better things and look good doing it.  They are wise because they actually believe the groom is coming back!  And, thus they prepare for His coming.  The foolish are unprepared because they either got impatient with waiting or never believed He was coming back in the first place.

If He is not returning, then what He says does not matter.  But He is returning.  He is patient, but His patience will run out.  We live in a time of the open door – when we are called to repent and enter through the Door of Jesus for grace and forgiveness.  But there will be a time when the door and closed and those on the other side will hear the response, “I never knew you.”

Jesus can accuse us of falling asleep while waiting, of being weak in the Spirit who is willing and strong in the flesh who entices us to sin.  We have so often lived as if He is not coming back.  We do not prepare our bodies and souls for His return as often as we should.  We do not live our lives always making sure our faith is strong toward Him and our love toward others is unquenchable.

The oil that is our faith, that receives Jesus, is strengthened by His Word, by His Supper, by prayer, by repentance, confessing our real sins that we commit against real people in our lives and receiving His real forgiveness.

Be prepared, Jesus says, through these things.  They are your strength.  They are the work of the Holy Spirit who is willing when our flesh is weak.  There will always be those who say, “He is not coming back,” and there will be a part of us that agrees.  But the Lord is not slow to fulfill His promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. 
The One who is coming, comes now in peace and joy and love for you and toward you to preach to you that you’re waiting to get the party started.  While we wait, He gives us a foretaste of the feast to come with His body and blood, a pre-party celebration of His presence and grace and strength.  What would a wedding party be without some great food and a drink of wine to restore the soul in forgiveness by His blood?  Amen.

 

 

Trinity 25
20131117 094647
A Goulash of Teachings Centered Around Jesus’ Death for us
15 “So when you see the abomination of desolation spoken of by the prophet Daniel, standing in the holy place (let the reader understand), 16 then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains.
Dear Saints,

This text is a lot to handle.  It’s one big goulash of teachings or one big refrigerator stew of warnings and comforts.  Therefore, it is a bit necessary to separate some of the parts so that we can begin to understand some things.

It is important to know that Jesus is mixing in and out and together three teachings that we more often separate.  Jesus does not see them as completely separate.  He often likes goulash and refrigerator stew, that is mixing together things.  We often don’t like our peas touching our corn or our corn touching our chicken.

Here, Jesus is teaching three things: 1.) He is predicting the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem which will happen 40 years after His death.  The city of Jerusalem was raided and captured and destroyed.  There was fighting and there was death between those fighting.  And like every battle involving a city, the civilians were severely affected.  Hence, Jesus saying this: 17 Let the one who is on the housetop not go down to take what is in his house, 18 and let the one who is in the field not turn back to take his cloak. 19 And alas for women who are pregnant and for those who are nursing infants in those days! 20 Pray that your flight may not be in winter or on a Sabbath.
In other words: get out and woe to those who look back and stay too long and woe to those who can’t get out very fast: woman who are pregnant and nursing, the elderly, the sick.  You know, if there were a sudden war in Kannapolis, in the winter, in the middle of the night, I have to think our family would be one of the last to get out.  It already takes us 3 hours to get ready for church.

The second thing Jesus is teaching about is His death for us.  And the third thing He is teaching about is the end of the world.  21 For then there will be great tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning of the world until now, no, and never will be.27 For as the lightning comes from the east and shines as far as the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man.  That is – it will be in an instant and it will be obvious.

God’s judgment is coming soon.  We are not ready in ourselves.  God’s judgment will come in an instant and until then, false preachers; false saviors will arise offering false salvation and false hope.  24 For false christs and false prophets will arise and perform great signs and wonders.
They come offering many false hopes, but perhaps one of the most common could be boiled down to this: that God doesn’t judge sin because He’s such a nice guy.  What would He have to judge?  That would mean He has laid out for us a Law to follow.  You can’t be arrested for breaking a law that doesn’t exist.  So the false hope is to preach that there is no judgment.

But He has laid down a law for us.  Marriage matters.  Divorce matters.  Sexuality matters.  Babies matter.  Money matters.  What we say with our mouth matters.  Stop gossiping.  What we do with our body matters.  It is not your body, but temple of the Holy Spirit.  What we do with our time matters.  Make good use of your time and possessions for the days are evil.  A great sin of our age is apathy.  Not caring what others teach and what they do or what we do and what God says about that.

Judgment is coming.  Every war and rumor of war, every earthquake or typhoon, every father not caring about his children, every husband abandoning his wife for childish and vain pleasures and video games, every woman not teaching her children about the faith when dad fails, every failed family and every error about sin and salvation not corrected but rather ignored is a sign that the days are evil and judgment is coming.

But judgment cannot be preached properly apart from the judgment that God has already laid down in Christ.  This is why Jesus mixes all of these three things together, especially mixing in these two things, the judgment of the world and His death for us.

15 “So when you see the abomination of desolation spoken of by the prophet Daniel, standing in the holy place,”  That is to say, dears saints, there is something that God abhors, an abomination, something that offends God in the very place that is the most holy.  In Christ, who is the Holy One, who is very God of very God, who is the presence of God as the temple – Jesus said, “19Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” … 21But he was speaking about the temple of his body – in that temple was sin, your sin, my sin, the sin of the whole world, and God abhorred it, God hated it and destroyed the temple which was the body of His Son, His only Son, whom He loves.  In His body, your Jesus, in Himself, became a curse and became sin and God judged Him for it.

So, dear saints, is judgment coming?  Yes.  Has judgment for your sins already coming?  Yes.  And because of your Jesus, this is the judgment that you receive.  Free.  Forgiven.  The death He came to die — it was not an accident, mistake, or surprise. His death was not caused by your sin but by His love. What you do matters, and what your Jesus does for you matters even more.  That is what He wants you to hear.  He is coming again. Come gather around the living, present Christ to receive that absolution.  Your sins are removed and you are His.  And at the right of hand of God sits Jesus.  Your advocate.  Your defender.  And your Judge.  Amen.

Trinity 24
The Right Medicine with No Side Effects
The Right Medicine with No Side Effects
Have you ever suffered more from the side effects of a medicine than you did benefit from taking it?  Or, has there ever been a time when you, in an attempt to make a situation better, acted or spoke, and ended up making things much worse?

This woman in the text is suffering something awful and she’s been suffering for 12 years.  Well, do something about, lady.  Don’t just whine!  Well, you can’t tell her that.  This is from the Gospel of Mark, about this same woman: 25 And there was a woman who had had a discharge of blood for twelve years, 26 and who had suffered much under many physicians, and had spent all that she had, and was no better but rather grew worse (Mark 5).
After taking the medicine, she still suffered from this discharge of blood, and she had no money left because she spent it all trying to get better, and she was probably suffering from the side effects, and she was probably emotionally and physically exhausted from trying, frustrated at whits end, ready to give up, tired of being alone and outcast (because that’s what this blood problem would have meant in her society).  She was no better but rather grew worse. 
Now, is the problem with her or is the problem with the medicine that she was prescribed?  The answer to that is – yes.  This woman suffered great physical pain and awful emotional problems associated with this.  In other words, this is a real woman, with a real physical problems.  Just like you, who have real, physical, emotional problems.  When God’s Word is read and preached, it brings you into a reality of Jesus helping real people, even as, when His Word is read and preached, He is helping you, saving you, making you well, giving you endurance for the battle.

Though this woman’s physical problems are real, I also think that she and her Jesus can teach us about some real, spiritual problems we have.  You see, we are sick.  In fact, we are dying.  We are sinners and we sin and wages of sin is death.  So, is the problem us?  Yes.

But is the problem also the medicine that we are too often given, that we take without anybody’s advice and also the medicine which is prescribed all too often by other Christians and by the world?  Yes.

The answer to your sin, your death, all too often we think, and we all too often hear from other Christians and even from other pastors in Christianity is that we’re not trying hard enough or praying enough or trying to make up for all the faults you have committed against those whom you love the most.  That is, the answer lies deep within you and the things that you do.  So look there.  Dig there.

But that, dear saints, is awful medicine.  This woman suffers from a blood problem and so do we because we suffer from a heart problem which flows all throughout us.  Because our sin is so deep, because our sin flows from our heart, because selfishness and wanting other people’s life and stuff and our perverted lusts and gossiping, because these are so ingrained, any medicine that says, “Take one and look inside yourself and try harder you’ll be better,” is a harmful medicine.

We should try harder – that’s true.  We should pray more – we need it and so do the others that surround us.  We should try to make up for our lack of love and our abundance of selfishness.  That’s all encapsulated in our Lord’s Word when He says this: repent.

But that is not the medicine.  If that were the medicine, this spiritual medicine of looking to ourselves, it will cause more harmful side effects than it will good.  It will cause a pride in our own goodness, “Look how awesome I am – especially compared to that guy” – and that is damning.  Or it will cause despair in ourselves, giving up on anything good coming out of us, and hating God in the meantime for demanding too much of us.

The conscience cannot be quieted by our own good works, by something that we can do.  It will be like that game “wack-a-mole,” where if you get one, another damning sin is going to pop right back out.

She was no better, but in fact grew worse.  And so will we if we are constantly pointed to ourselves.

Our Lord’s Word is here to point us toward Him.  He is good.  He is kind.  He loves to give so that you can receive.  He had no blood problem or heart problem, but shed His blood for you so that you have been washed in the blood of the Lamb and made holy.   [This woman] came up behind him and touched the fringe of his garment, 21 for she said to herself, “If I only touch his garment, I will be made well.”
This woman gets it right.  For you, right here today, you never receive a partial Jesus, or some forgiveness, or a little bit of strength.  You get the whole thing.  The whole Christ.  She knows that even if she touches his garment, she will be made well, because the things that come into contact with Jesus are made holy.  You, dear saint, have come into contact with Jesus through His Word today.  The very Jesus whose garments were stripped off so that He, in His baptizing you, could cover all of your shame with this beautiful, pure, holy garment of His righteousness.

It took this woman twelve years.  May our Lord bring us to Him when in trouble and in sin much quicker than that and also very often.  He answers that prayer today: you are here.

Take heart, your Jesus says to you, you have come to the right place – to Jesus – to His Church – you are made well.  Got a blood problem – that is, got a sin problem?  Take, drink His blood, shed for you.

 

Sermon for Reformation Day
Here I Stand
Here I Stand
“Unless I am convinced by proofs from Scriptures or by plain and clear reasons and arguments, I can and will not retract, for it is neither safe nor wise to do anything against conscience. Here I stand. I can do no other. God help me. Amen.”

This is a quote from Martin Luther, of whom we especially remember this Reformation Day festival, regarding the Lord’s Word and His declaring us righteous before Him by grace, through faith, for Christ’s sake alone.  In this truth, in this which is our peace, in this which is able to extinguish the very fiery darts of the devil, Luther says, “Here I stand.  I can do no other.”

He is simply listening to the Word of His Jesus and the Word of our Jesus.  31 … “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples,
To “abide” means to remain, to stand.  To say, “Here I stand in His Word.  In His grace.  In my Jesus for He is the Word made flesh, here I stand.  I can do no other.”

Now, what could be so hard about standing, about remain upright?  A lot, right?

Some of us, because of weak backs, weak legs, have enough trouble standing for the Word of Jesus for the Holy Gospel.  It is difficult simply because of our own weaknesses to remain standing in our Lord’s grace, in our Lord’s Word.  We’re wobbly and shaky and have pains.  To say, “Here I stand,” is not to say “I can remain standing on my own,” because we can’t.  We’re gonna fall.

But that is not our only battle to remain, to standing.  We’re gonna get pushed back and bullied by the devil, too.  A lot of plays, an offensive lineman simply has to stand his ground so that he can protect his quarterback.  Easier said than done when a 300 pound opponent is barreling into you at full speed.  So you have these enemies, who wants nothing more than for you to get pushed back from your stance.  “Take that, get out of the Lord’s truth.  Take that, get out the Lord’s grace forgiveness.”

And even that is not all.  Stand firm.  Remain in My Word, our Jesus says.  And the enemy, he won’t always be barreling into us.  He’ll also, right as we’re standing there, he’ll come and he’ll place a cookie, or like a $1,000,000 right in front of us, right outside of our grasp, so we’d have to move forward, out of our standing position, to get it.

This is what our pray of the day is getting at.  Listen here again.  “Keep us steadfast if Your grace and truth (for if you aren’t the one keeping us steadfast and upright, we’re going to fall), protect and deliver us in times of temptation (so we don’t move to get the cookie), defend us against all enemies (the  300 pound lineman), and grant to Your Church Your saving peace.”

If you remain in My Word, then you are truly my disciples. 
Attacked by Satan, remain in His Word here where His Word is preached, you are my disciples.  That’s what disciples do.

Think God is angry at you because of your sins and your faithlessness?  Enslaved by sins present and past?  Know the truth that God is pleased, He is at peace with You because our Lord was enshackled by your sins, condemned as a criminal, and broke the shackles by raising from the dead.  That is the Truth.  The Truth sets you free.  The Son sets you free.  You are free indeed.

Our sin is the root cause of your troubles, our disappointments and our approaching death!  Trying to do a better job won’t save you.  Standing on your own won’t keep you upright.  I’m not here to tell you to shape up and fly right or to just try to make a difference in the world as if that’s a new gospel.  As Luther did and Paul and Jesus did.  I am here to point you to Jesus!

What a blessed release He gives you!  Your sins are forgiven!  You are justified by God’s grace as a gift through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.  His forgiveness is so thorough, so completely cleansing that your forgiven sins are also forgotten by God!  You may remember a past misdeed, bad choices, an errant way of life, but God does not.  There are no second class citizens in Christ’s body.  There are no believers in Christ in this room with any record, except the record of Christ Himself.

Beloved, dwell on this truth!  It caused the world’s salvation!  It caused the Reformation! If the Son sets you free…– not nature – not some higher power – not some inner spark – If the Son sets you free (the bloodied, beaten, dead and buried Son of God) – If the Son sets you free(the risen, absolving, peace-bestowing Son of God) – (the in-your-midst, teaching you, feeding you, giving-you-rest Son of God).  If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.  You are no longer a slave, but a son who will dwell, will stand, will remain in the house of the Lord forever.

 

Sermon for Trinity 21
A Journey of Sorrow, Hope & Peace
46 So he came again to Cana in Galilee, where he had made the water wine. And at Capernaum there was an official whose son was ill. 
Dear saints,

This man is sent on a journey by our Lord.  It is a journey that you have been on, are more than likely on right now, and a journey that you will experience again.  It has three parts.  It is a journey of sorrow, a journey of hope, and a journey of peace.

No Christian is immune to this journey.  Notice who this man is in the first place.  And at Capernaum there was an official whose son was ill. He had much.  Much money, much power, much authority.  And many of us know, the more that you have, more family, more love, the more we can lose, the more sorrow we receive in losing it.

His son was ill.  Nothing leads you to feel more helpless than when one who is so close to you, especially a child, is near death.  This is a journey of sorrow.  Are you going through anything like this now?

For us, and for this man, it is a journey of faith, of coming to Jesus for help in the midst of our sorrow and in the midst of our fear.  47 When this man heard that Jesus had come from Judea to Galilee, he went to [Jesus] and asked him to come down and heal his son, for he was at the point of death.
This man had apparently received faith when Jesus was in Cana the first time, around the time that Jesus did his first miracle, water into wine.  Now this is crazy for us to think, but what is it that our Lord does to this man who had a little faith?  This man received a cross, a hardship, a bit of suffering in his life.  Suffering is not meant to extinguish faith.  Our Lord often uses suffering to strengthen faith.  Our faith can often be like a little spark, a little bit of fire, and our Lord often uses hardships in this life to throw gasoline and wood and straw on it.

When do we often pray the most?  When do we often cling to His Word the most?  When do we often plead for His promises the most?  This is Isaiah 26:16, “Lord, when there is tribulation men seek you; when you chastise them, they call out anxiously.”
47 When this man heard that Jesus had come from Judea to Galilee, he went to [Jesus] and asked him to come down and heal his son.  So in suffering, in his sorrow, this nobleman comes to Jesus, however weak his faith may be.  And so do you.

In his sorrow, Jesus tells him this: 48 “Unless you see signs and wonders you will not believe.”  Now, maybe this sounds harsh, but it is not.  It is rather our Lord directing us away from that which we see and feel to that which we hear, and only hear, out of His mouth.  He is saying, “In what do you trust?  Can you learn to trust every single word I say?  Is my Word sufficient for you?”

So He gives them this word, 50 Jesus said to him, “Go; your son will live.” 
And the man walks back home.  This is the journey of hope.  To hear the word of Jesus and to travel with that as your hope in the midst of suffering.  For this man, he has the word of Jesus that his son lives, and then he has to walk clinging to that word.  He has to walk 16 miles, from Cana to his home town Capernaum.

Maybe you’ve have longer periods of time where the only thing you have to lean on is our Lord’s promises.  Maybe you’re on that walk right now.  He is faithful to His Word.  He will do it.  Grasp His promises during the journey.

Faith does not rely on itself.  Faith clings to the promises, to the words of our Jesus.  Your hope in Him will not disappoint when it clings to His Word.  When it looks to Him for every good thing.

Our Lord is teaching us the right way to pray.  There is a wrong way to pray.  The wrong way to pray is to pray without listening to God’s word.  How can we learn how to ask for God’s promises if we don’t listen to God speak to us and tell us what his promises are?  The right way to pray is to join our prayers to God’s word.  This is exactly why the Lord’s Prayer is so wonderful.  Because it joins automatically our prayers with His promises.

Hope in His promises will always end in the final part of the journey.  You’ve been there.  You’ve received it.  You will receive it again.  It is the journey to peace.  Thy son liveth.  His current sorrows ended.  He has peace.  He had sorrow.  He was led to hope in the Word of Jesus and he has peace.

It is the same for you, dear saints.  You have your peace here.  You have His Word.  You have His promises.  No matter how many journeys of sorrow you have been on or are on, they will end.  Cling to His promises for that is your peace.  Amen.

Sermon for Trinity 20
 Like a Wedding
And again Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying, 2 “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding feast for his son,
Dear saints,

You’ve heard of high school sweet-hearts?  Well imagine a couple that was kindergarten sweethearts.  They grew up together.  They were best friends, then boyfriend and girlfriend, and then husband and wife.  Her favorite thing was to cook, his favorite thing was to eat.  She had a problem with her spine, he had always wanted to become chiropractor, anyway.  She had always wanted six kids, and he said, “Why not seven?”  It was a match made in heaven.

And again Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying, 2 “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding feast for his son,
Perhaps more than any other illustration in the Bible, none is more used of God and His people, Christ and His Church than that of the marriage and the wedding.  It can really begin in the beginning when the bride of Adam was formed from his ribs, from his side.  This sheds amazing light about how Christ’s bride, the church was formed from passages like, John 19:34 But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water, and connected is to1 John 5: 6 This is he who came by water and blood—Jesus Christ; not by the water only but by the water and the blood.Eve, the bride was formed from the side of Adam in his sleep.  The Church, the Bride of Christ, is formed out of the side of Jesus in the sleep of His death, through His blood shed on the cross and then given for you today, take drink, and through water, His baptism for you and His baptism of you.  That’s how the Church is formed.

To fully grasp this illustration that Scripture uses, we need to fully grasp who we, as the bride of Christ are.  We were not, are not, the “match made in heaven” as described above.  Our Jesus is not one who needed us to compliment Him in His life.  Our Jesus is not one who needed us for companionship or wholeness.  We are the ones who need those things and He is one who joins you, bone of your bone, flesh of your flesh and has mercy, to give you those things.

O, what a match this is for us! We bring to it our sin and He brings to it His righteousness.  We bring death and He brings life.  We bring damnation and He brings salvation.

What we have in the marriage vows is this promise, at least this promise before prenuptial agreements, that everything that I have is yours and everything that you have is mine.  This is what your Jesus does.

We bring to this marriage nothing but all our heart-aches, all our misfortunes, sins, misery and lamentations.  Don’t leave this things at home.  Don’t leave these things outside of prayer.  You know how you cannot hide things from your spouse for very long?  You cannot hide these things from your Jesus, from the groom of His Church.  He doesn’t expect you to.  What concerns you, concerns Him. He married His Church, He married you not in spite of these things, but because of these things.  He embraces them.  That’s what you bring to the marriage.  He knew that. We are this impure bride, a dirty, old wrinkled outcast.

And who is He?  He is the beautiful youth, spotless, wrinkle free and eternally wise and true. And what does He bring to give to you?  Himself, wholly and completely.  With this match, He doesn’t take us as we are and just leave us as we are. You are beautiful, spotless, wrinkle free.  You get that in the marriage.

The great sin in this world, and often within us, is to think that we are ok without this match, without this marriage.  We are ok as we are.

This is a really important point from the text.  To come simply “as we are” is as this guest came:  11 “But when the king came in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding garment. 12 And he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. 13 Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’
That is sinful pride at its fullest.  The boldness to come before God on his own merits, in his own clothes.  “Here I am, love me as I am.  I don’t need repentance.  I don’t need Jesus.  I don’t need His Church.”

The Lord’s Supper, like prayer, like heaven, has a dress code.  If we don’t in repentance – “Lord, even the best of my thoughts and words and deeds are filthy rags before you” – and faith – “cover me with your purity and receive me based on Jesus’ obedience and death and help me do better” – then the response will be, “Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment? …  Bind him hand and food and cast him into the outer darkness.”
The Lord’s Supper, like prayer, like heaven, has a dress code.  No shoes, no shirt, no service.  Well, no recognition of your sin, and remember, He is the one who gets to define sin, no desire to do better, no recognition that you need the medicine which is His body and blood, do not come if you suppose, you need not Him who died and rose.

But come sick and full of sin and weakness and receive the wedding garment which makes you spotless and holy, blameless and His sight.  Don’t come if you think you are fine just as you are.  Do come if you need Him because you are weary and sick in body and soul and need His nourishment.  The response will be “Friend, welcome to the feast.”

Your peace, dear saints, is that you have a match made for you, right here on earth.  It is match that will bring you heaven and all of Christ’s benefits now until He brings you to heaven forever.  Amen.

 
Sermon for the 19th Sunday after Trinity
One Word We Need to Hear More of — Forgiven
 2 And behold, some people brought to him a paralytic, lying on a bed. And when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.”
Dear saints,

What do you need for this life?  What do you really need?  What is it that you simply could not live without?  Now, perhaps in hearing this question, you’re beginning to think about the great many number of things that you have that you don’t need or the great many number of things that you think you need but that you don’t actually need.  But that’s not my point in asking this.

In fact, Jesus is here making quite the opposite point.  We actually need more than we think we need.  We are so often content with the amount of this thing that we have when we should be seeking after more of it with all of our heart.  The sin is not in desiring more of it, but not desiring it enough.

And it is this: forgiveness through Jesus’ Word.  If I were to ask what is one thing you could not live without, you may answer, “Jesus’ Word, the Gospel, or forgiveness.”  But what if your doctor were to ask this question?  “Get rid this cancer, cure my pain, heal my children.”  What if your financial planner or bank or boss were to ask this?  “Forgive my loan, I need a little more time, a little more money.”

So here is this man, this paralyzed, unable to help himself in so many ways mans, being carried by his friends to God in the flesh, to Jesus, and you were to ask his friends, or you were to ask his family or the people around him, “What is this man’s greatest need?”  Their answer would probably be, “To walk.”

So when he is brought to Jesus and his Jesus says these words, Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven, what would be the response?  “Is that it?  Isn’t he going to heal him?  Doesn’t he need a little more than that, a little more Word from our Lord.”  And perhaps that is exactly what everyone is thinking, the scribes, the Pharisees, the friends.  Everyone, that is, except, I would guess, that man.

Because there is nothing more freeing than to know that your God forgives you.

No one was more familiar with the ugliness of his sins, and pain that was his shame before God than he was.  The same is true for you.  No one knows what your sin has done for you and your conscience than you.  To give you an idea of this, of these sins and shame that you carry within you, that you carry around that others know only in part or don’t know at all, then picture what it would be like for these to have them known to all.

You know those body signs that advertise a restaurant or a business of some sort?  They’ve got the sign on the front and the back and are held on by these shoulder straps.  Now imagine you carrying one of these around with a list of your sins, probably at the most a 1 point font just to have enough space for the sins of the week, right?  That would be humiliating.  And that is what so often we carry inside, hiding, being buried and killed by it slowly.

That is why, for this man, and for you, that there is no more freeing word than this Word of Jesus, Take heart, my child; your sins are forgiven. 
Is this a word we need to hear when we feel our guilt and God’s wrath?  Absolutely.  Your guilt and the wrath we deserve have been poured on in the cup or wrath your Jesus drank to last drop so that the cup He gives you overflows with forgiveness and peace.

Is this a word that we need to hear when we are suffering?  Yes.  Because we can look at the cross of Jesus and say with certainty, “I’m not experiencing this because God is angry at me.  God is at peace with me.”  Take heart, my child; your sins are forgiven.  You do not suffer alone, He suffers with you.  You do not have to wonder, “If this is what I’m getting now, what will I get and deserve eternally?”  Because your eternal life is wrapped up in these words that you hear today, Take heart, my child; your sins are forgiven.
Do we need this when others have sinned against us, when we have lost a job, or gotten sick, or have troubles in our family?  Yes. Because it is freeing.  It is, our Jesus is getting at, one Word from Him that cannot live this life without, one word that we should seek more of, one word that we should never be content that we’ve had enough of.

So, the next time someone asks you, “What is the one thing that you need?”  I know that you’re going to say forgiveness.  But don’t be tempted to say it in this way:  I need forgiveness, but Jesus doesn’t stop there, for He also gives me a house, a home, a family, a job, health.  Rather, Jesus leads us to the opposite order: He gives me my daily bread, yes.  What I need for this body, yes.  Thank the Lord.  But He doesn’t stop there.  He forgives me.  And with forgiveness flows my life, my salvation.

Angels, Accusations, and the Blood of the Lamb
Sermon for St. Michael and All Angels
Angels, Accusations, the Blood of the Lamb
Dear Saints,

Today is St. Michael and All Angels day in the church year.  This is a day that is devoted to hearing what our Lord has to say about angels. We confess that our Lord has not only created that which we see, taste, smell, etc. but also that which we don’t see – heaven, angels, our souls, etc.

And we also confess that part of this unseen world is in a great war.  There is a great war going on as we speak here between our Lord and a multitude of His good angels and a great many demons and their leader, the Devil.

We know, right now, as Americans, that there are men and women fighting to protect us in various parts of our country.  But, how often do we pause and really think about this and really thank our Lord for them and really thank them for their defense?  This is exactly why we have certain days set aside in our American calendar.  July 4th, Memorial Day, Veterans.  We pause and think about war and give thanks that right here, right now, we are protected.

And so, we have today.  A day in which we pause and think about war between heaven and hell, between Satan and his demons and our Lord’s angels, our protectors.  The battle ground is not heaven, there is no longer any war there since Satan has been cast out.  The battle ground is not hell, for that is the prison.  The victor has no need to do battle there and in fact, we only confess that Jesus descended into hell in order to proclaim victory.  The war, the battle ground dear saints, is earth.  It is here. And the battle is over you.  Your soul, your body. And woe to us for being in the midst of this battle.  Therefore, rejoice, O heavens and you who dwell in them! But woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down to you in great wrath, because he knows that his time is short!” (Rev. 12).
What this teaches us, the reason we have such a day is the very same reason we have any day devoted to anything that Scripture teaches – 1.) For warning, for exhortation, for repentance and 2.) For comfort, for peace.

So, first, for your warning.  Know your enemy and know your defenders.  There are a great many of number of angels – both good and bad.  Scripture speaks of thousands upon thousands and ten thousand upon ten thousand (Daniel 7) of them.  That isn’t a calculation, but it’s simply another way a saying “a lot.”

Add to this that, for angels, none die, none are born, all were created in the beginning good and none have been created, born, or died since.  This also means, and this is an important point, that we do not become angels when we die.

Know also, the great power angels have.  1 good angel killed 185,000 soldiers in Sennacherib’s army (2 Kings 19).  1 bad angel, Satan himself, the leader of the bad angels, was responsible for destroying Job’s family, property, and his body.

Because Satan wants great harm to you and will use his demons to cause harm to your conscience, to your family, to your body, our Lord uses His good angels to protect us from harm – harm to our bodies, harm to our souls.  Psalm 91, For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. I know some of us have in fact seemingly experienced, seemingly seen this protection of our bodies.  “Were it not for our Lord’s protection through His angels, I would not be here” sort of thing.

But even above that which we see, much more of the war is that which we do not see.  And if our Lord were to lift his finger of protection, if he were to remove His good angels that protect us from evil, we would notice very quickly.  We would be helpless in our bodies because of the power of the demons, who, as the point of Job makes, not only wants to harm our souls, but also want us to live a hard life in bodies.  He was, after all covered in sores and legions that caused him great pain.

And that is for our reproof, that is for our repentance.  We would be helpless against such Satan and his demons were it not for our Lord’s good protection.  Our life in this body would be a life of pain and constant misery.  We could not and would not withstand their temptations – after all, we fall enough now.  We could not and would not withstand Satan’s accusation.  We would collapse in despair of the wrath from that we deserve because of sins.  We would hate ourselves because of these accusations.  We would be so angry with our failings that we would not be able to move and live.

You’ve had moments like this, I’m sure.  Where you so are embarrassed with your actions and angry with yourself because of your sins that it’s hard to function.  This, and even worse, is what we would be like all the time.  And that is Satan’s most powerful tool that he has against, his accusations.

This is from our reading from Revelation, “And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God.”
But here is your peace, here is the marvel of the good angels, that Satan’s accusations against you, though they are accurate, do not have a voice in heaven.  Notice that again, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down…”  He has no voice in heaven.  He cannot accuse you before your God.  Why?  Our reading continues,11 And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony. 
The voice that your Father hears is not the one who is accusing of your sins, but your Jesus who is praying for you, praying with you, and pleading on the behalf of His blood for your forgiveness and your protection.  Satan’s accusation will not end this side of heaven, but he does not have a voice in heaven.  Your Jesus is the voice that matters.  And He says that your sins are forgiven.  Your prayers are heard.  Your peace has been won and we do have to wonder who will win the war because our Jesus is more powerful than they!

So today, marvel at the protection your Lord has given you through His angels.  Marvel at their power and their glory.  But above all, marvel at whom they marvel, the God who created them and you, and the God who redeemed you, silenced all accusations so that He can speak to you His peace through the blood of the Lamb.  Amen.

Sermon for the Seventeenth Sunday after Trinity
Come Up Here
Come Up Here
8 “When you are invited by someone to a wedding feast, do not sit down in a place of honor, lest someone more distinguished than you be invited by him, 9 and he who invited you both will come and say to you, ‘Give your place to this person,’ and then you will begin with shame to take the lowest place.  (Luke 14)
Dear saints,

There you are.  One of the best seats in the stadium.  Front row, 50 yard line, Bank of America Stadium.  You can hear the collisions and smell the sweat and see the eyeballs of Cam Newton and Steve smith.  Best seat in the house.  And, to add to this, they’re actually winning.  Now you know this is a story.

But there’s one problem.  These aren’t your seats.  You’re supposed to be in the nosebleed section where the only thing you can see is the bird building her nest right next to you, the only thing you can smell is the BO of the drunk next to you, and the only thing you can hear is said drunk fan taunting you about the Falcon’s.  That’s where you deserve to be.  That’s what your money bought you.  You aren’t where you belong to be.

Are you enjoying the game?  Ehh…not really, because you’re keeping one eye on the game and the other eye on the usher.  You’re living in fear of being put in your place and then, the dreaded moment finally comes, “Excuse me, but you’re in the wrong seats. I’m going to have to ask you to move.” Busted and embarrassed, unable to look anyone in the eye, you begin the long walk up and up and up until the game shrinks to cheap-seats dimensions.

This, dear saints, is what life is like under the Law.  It is a humbling life. We are often put into our place.  It is hard.  It is embarrassing.  Just when we think we might deserve to be at the front of the table because of the good things that we have done for God, just when we think we deserve God’s love or that we’ve made up for our sins just enough, we are put into our place, the lowest place, the place of shame, the place where our sins and our mortality in this life and our weaknesses are revealed.

This is life under the Law.  This is life when we spend our entire life thinking that before God we get what we deserve.  If we’re good, we’ll get good stuff, the head of the table, the place of honor.  If we’re bad, we’ll get bad stuff – like sickness, and a hard family life, and even death.  It’s a hard way to live.  And like us in the good seats that we didn’t buy, we’re often keeping one eye on life and the other eye waiting for God to catch us like the usher and give us what we deserve.  It is life in which we fear God, but not a life in which we love God, because we think we have to constantly please Him and constantly serve Him.  And He who says, Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect, would be constantly wanting more, never pleased with you, never thinking that you have done enough.

But that is not your life, dear Christian.  The life of the Christian is not sitting at the front of the table because we deserve it, nor is it being led to the back of the table because we deserve it.  You do not get what you deserve, and that, dear saints, is absolutely good news.

The life of the Christian is a life of humility.  Here is Paul urging you onto this, I therefore a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility… (Ephesians 4).  And here is Jesus with the same urging, But when you are invited, go and sit in the lowest place (Luke 11).
This is exactly why the very first thing that we do is confess our sins here.  Nothing is more humbling than confessing your sins and admitting what you deserve because of them.  We come, confessing to God, that we deserve the lowest place.  But also knowing that we don’t get what we deserve.  You do not get the seats you bought, you get the seats your Jesus bought for you with His life and His blood.  The best seats.

Your Jesus says to you, humbled as you are by this life and humbled as you are by your sin, says, Friend, move up higher to the place of honor.  Move up here where you are given the best meal, my body and blood for your forgiveness and place.  Move up, you are in Christ and you are honored, pleasing in the eyes of God.  Your sins are not only gone in the eyes of God, your shame is not only covered because Jesus humbled Himself for you, even unto death on the cross, but you in fact also get Jesus’ honor and blessings.  What belongs to Him, He gives to you.

And the final point is about the amazing gift of prayer.  The place of honor means that you are right next to the host of the dinner and that He not only talks to you but that He listens to you, He takes your counsel.  He doesn’t have to listen to you, but because you are in the place of honor, because He has brought you up higher, He listens to you, He hears you, and He takes your advice.  You, I know, have some requests to the Lord of heaven and earth, to the Lord of sickness and sickness and life and death, and I promise you, because of the place in which He has sat you, the place of honor because of your Jesus and His grace, you have His hear.  This is life, not under the Law, but under grace, under Jesus and it is freeing.  Amen.

Sermon for the 16th Sunday after Trinity
Coming into Contact with Jesus
Coming into Contact with Jesus
13 And when the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her and said to her, “Do not weep.” 14 Then he came up and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, “Young man, I say to you, arise.” 15 And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother.
Dear Saints, dear living ones, dear hearers of the living Jesus,

A point for your consideration: Jesus never meets a corpse that does not sit up right on the spot.  This is an amazing point.  There are three instances in which Jesus meets head on with death – 1.) Here, in the death of this widow’s only son, 2.) In the death of the daughter of a great ruler of the synagogue, whose name was Jairus, 3.) In the death of his good friend and disciple, Lazarus.  And in each of these three instances, in each of these times when Jesus meets head on with the death of someone else, and the accompanying mourning and sadness and despair over their own humanity and mortality, Jesus brings immediate life and breath and shuts up all sadness.  To the enemy of death and the resulting mourning, Jesus, as in our text, speaks, “Do not weep.”
Now, this truth, that every time Jesus meets a dead person, He brings life, this truth has 2 major points for your consideration today.

The first is this: your Lord is stronger than death.  Your Lord is the grand re-uniter and the One who will have the last word.  Death has a word to each of us.  It is a word that we hear loud and clear when death shouts and takes from us a spouse, a parent, a friend, and for some, even a child.

This woman in the text hears the voice of death loud and clear.  Death has ripped her son away from her, her only son, behold, a man who had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and to add pain and lostness upon pain and loneliness, death has ripped her husband away from her – and she was a widow.
Death’s voice is heard in the silence of the car ride to the graveside, in the silence of some of our homes and dinner tables, and, eventually, in the silence of our own voices as we take our last breath.

Death has a word.  But, it is not the last word – it is the second to last word.  Jesus has the final word to death, “Young man, I say to you, arise.”  Jesus has the final word to grief and all sadness, “Do not weep.”  Separation has the second to last word, as death rips away those we love, but Jesus has the final word of reunion.   And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother.  You get them back!  Death has the final word to our sinful condition, but it is not the end of life, and it is certainly not the end of us, thanks to the one who has the final word, your Jesus.

That’s the first point.  Every time Jesus comes into contact with a dead one, He speaks life, Jesus gets the last word.  But that is a word we have to wait on.  “I look for the resurrection of the dead.”  “I look for the life of the world to come.”  And it can be a grueling and tear filled wait and onlooking.

This is why I don’t think the first point can be made without the second point, which is this – Jesus comes into contact with you, dear saint, right now.  You, who were dead in sin, he speaks life.  You who are effected by death now, he speaks life eternal to you right now.  Your eternity does not begin once you die, but the moment your Jesus comes into contact with you.

His contact with you here, has eternal realities wrapped up in them.  Consider these texts: Ephesians 2: 5 even when we were dead in our trespasses, He made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved— 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,
He comes and visits you because He has never stopped visiting this world.  He visits with His Word.  He visits, He comes into contact, by uniting you with His death and His defeat of death in His resurrection in Baptism.  He comes into contact with your lips and becomes a part of you as He gives you His body and blood to eat and drink.  These are the ways He has limited Himself to visit us now.

You who came dead in sin, in worry, in anger, in grief, in sadness, dead in sin because sin and death has intimately effected your family, you who come with a dying body — Jesus never comes into a contact with death in which He doesn’t speak life because that is the effect that He has on the dead.  And He speaks to you right here, right now.  You are not the same when you leave here Jesus has come into contact with you through His Word.  Amen.

Sermon for the 15th Sunday after Trinity
Who’s the Boss
Who’s the Boss?
“No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God and money.”
Dear saints,

We, by nature think that we’re in control of this body and life.  That we are the boss – or at least a shift manager or something.  But, with these words, our Jesus cuts that down at the knees.  We are the servants.  We will always have a master.  We will always have one who rules over us — something, or someone who is control that is not us.  No one can serve two masters.
So, who is your master?  O, there’s so many out there.  Worry can be your master.  It can control you in so many ways through self consciousness of who you are or what you look like or what you sound like to others.  It can control you by a constant nagging of what tomorrow will look like or how bad yesterday was.  It can lead you to focus on the pain that you’re in, or the health of your body, or the lack of money, or the crazy people that our Lord and master has surrounded you with.

O, what a harsh master this worry is!  And we cannot change this relationship.  You cannot make worry and anxiousness serve you.  We think that we can master worry, but it is the one who bosses us around.  When we think we’ve pleased our worry with a clean bill of health, then the medical bills come in our mailbox.  When we think we’ve pleased our worry by fixing this relationship, then we discover we’ve displeased someone else.  When we think we’ve made up for this sin before our God, then we go and serve our flesh again, whether we meant to or not.

So, dear saints, who is your master?  Who is your boss?  Your worry?  Your anxiety?  Your sadness?  Your anger?  Your covetousness of others money or power or popularity?

And what is the answer?  It is not, once again, to try and boss worry around.  Imagine what would happen if you went up to your boss, your master, and said, “Listen up, bucko, I’m tired of how you’re making me feel.  I’m tired of how you’re treating me.”

Now, his answer is not going to be, “O, I’m so sorry for inconveniencing you.  Let me serve you. That’s what I’m here for.”  It’s going to be, “Suck it up or get out!”

You cannot say to worry, “Stop it.”  You cannot say to money, “I’m going to break up with you once I’ve gotten enough of you to feel better about my future.”  These are the masters.  And these masters have one goal.  To make you be devoted to them and not to the true God.  To love them and hate the true master.  “No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other.”  And by loving them and serving them, you make the true master jealous and angry.  Repent.

So, who is your master?  There is only one right answer, because there is only one master and Lord of all.  All others are fake and imposters and thus, cannot provide for you.

So the answer is our Lord leading us to get the order right.  To know who the true Master is, what He is like, what He has done for you, and what He does for you.  The answer is faith and faith comes from hearing about your heavenly Father and His greatest gift in your Jesus.

O you of little faith.  Therefore do not be anxious, saying “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we wear?”  For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows what you need them all.  But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things will be added to you.
Life is more than food.  The body is more than clothing.  And the future is in God’s hands.  God will not provide us with the greater gift and turn around and deny us the lesser gift.  The greater gift is His kingdom and His righteousness.  The lesser gift is the food, drink, and clothing we need to get by.  It makes no sense for God to give us the greater and deprive us of the lesser.

Imagine if you had a father who paid all your debts, car, house, medical, all of our debts and gave you his mansion, and car, and all of his riches.  Wouldn’t it be ridiculous to wonder if he will let you borrow his toenail clippers?

His kingdom and His righteousness are His gift, and as the Lord your God lives, He is present to give it to you now.  That is why you can and are seeking it here.  It is more precious than all the money in the world.  It shines with a beauty unknown in nature.  It lasts forever and never loses its value.

It is the pure love of God filling us and assuring us that all our sins are forgiven just as surely as Christ our dear Lord suffered and died for us.  It is the Holy Spirit comforting us with the knowledge that the world in which we live must submit to its Creator in service to God’s children – and we are God’s children.  It is Jesus protecting us from the accusations of the law and the temptations of the devil and preaching to us that we are His beautiful and blameless bride.  It is heaven itself, where we will no longer be tempted and we will no longer suffer want and we will never be dissatisfied ever again.  This is the kingdom of God and his righteousness.

Seek it.  Seek it first.  Set it before all other things for it is your greatest treasure.  There is nothing in all of creation, nothing present, nothing to come, nothing that can separate you from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord and our righteousness.

 

Sermon for The Fourteenth Sunday after Trinity
Returning to Jesus
20130901 103811
Dear Dorothea,

You are baptized!  You have been born with a loving mother and a doting father.  You will have family whose love can only be outdone by your Jesus Himself.  You have a community who will teach you and care for you and watch you grow.

But you also have been born with a great enemy who hates you so much that he would love to have you be with him and his demons forever.  You have been born into a world that is full of suffering and whose confession, whose teachings, will so often be against that which is good, right, and beautiful.  And because you are our child, because you have been born in a natural way, as everyone else here has been, you have your flesh.  And the works of the flesh are, dear saints, they are obvious and evident (Gal. 5).  Do not think that we can hide them from others.

But Dorothea, because of the great power and love of your Jesus, and only because of this, He has taken you to Himself today.  And when Jesus takes you to Himself, He brings you into the strong and caring arms from which Satan cannot snatch you away from.  Though Satan wants you, he cannot have you, dear saints, because your Jesus has taken you to Himself.

Hear what we are and what He has done for us: because we are born in sin, He was born holy and blameless in His nativity for us.  Because when we are tempted, we so often give in, He was tempted and triumphed for us.  Because when we suffer, we so often complain, He in agony and bloody sweat suffered in silence, trusting His Father.  And because we will die and be buried, He defeated death in His dying, and rises again in life to be present to say to you, “Here, in your baptism, I am giving you everything, everything that I have done for you.  It is all yours I am united to you forever and I will not leave you.  You are covered in me.  You are baptized.”

And dear saints, this promise is for you and your children, too.  You are baptized.  It is impossible to fully unpack the blessings of baptism because it is impossible to fully unpack what Jesus has done and what Jesus continues to do for us.  But this is a start.

God grant that we constantly return to Him in Church, in His Word, over and over again to give thanks for these benefits and receive His gifts and to begin to unpack and learn about what Jesus has done and what Jesus continues to do for us.  God grant that we be like the one leper who returned to Jesus and may it not be asked of us, “Where are the other nine?”

About these lepers: it is not as though they forgot about it, about Jesus healing them, or that they weren’t thankful.  They were full of disease and outcasts in society and forgotten and secluded and they had been healed.  They had to have been thankful!  They had to have been thrilled.  But, they thought that this was all they needed at that time.  Maybe they knew better later, but at this time, they thought that Jesus had given them everything they needed.  And so they left.  After Jesus takes you to Himself, He will not you leave you, but you can leave Him!  He will not be unfaithful to you, but you can cheat on Him!

The other 9 took bodily healing from Jesus like teenager taking the keys to the family car.  “Thanks mom, thanks dad,” as you hear their voice growing fainter as they run out the door, not looking back.  The 9 were healed and eager to get back to life, or at least what they thought life was about; to get back to their family and friends and work.  And they did this by leaving Jesus.

The Samaritan, the one who returned, knew better.  He knew that in Jesus, he found his life.  That in Jesus, He found the most important family in this world and the next.  That in Jesus, he could lay aside his work so that Jesus could work in Him.  And that is what you receive here.  That is what baptism does.  That is what God’s Word does.  Lay aside the work you do, heavily burdened as you are, so God can work in you.

And His works are to this: to love you, no matter how many times you have returned to Him or not.  To take joy in you, because you are forgiven and pleasing in His sight.  To be at peace with you, He is not angry!

The works of the flesh are evident in the eyes of all – around the business table and around the dinner table and the fruit of the Spirit are not as evident, but the promise is that He is at work, nonetheless.

Until this life is over, until this flesh/Spirit battle is over, until then, we keep returning to Jesus – keep returning to the arms that have taken us to Himself –and like Dorothea today – proclaim that all that Jesus has done for us is ours because, dear saints, say it often, because “I am baptized.”

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Sermon for The 13th Sunday after Trinity
What to do with the Law
What Do You Do With the Law?
After defining love and defining neighbor, Jesus says, “Do this, and you will live.”
What do you do with the Law?  Every religion, including those people religion that claims no religion, must answer this question.  Every person must answer this question: what do I do with the Law?  What do I do with Jesus’ command, “Do this, and live.”
Rather than abstractly answering this, answer it like this: what can you do with the Law?  There you are, minding your own business in dingy, old car, going with the flow of the traffic, and you see it — bright, flashy, red and blue lights — you see it — the Law.

“What are you doing?  Do you know how fast you were going?”

Now you can reply to the Law in a number of ways.  You can excuse it.  “I was in a hurry.  I’ve got to get home before Matlock comes in.”

You can seek to justify yourself with the Law by comparing yourself with others.  “I was just going the speed everyone else was.  I even got passed by a 1986 Chevy Nova.”

You can appeal to generalities.  “I normally don’t speed, officer.  You caught me on this rare, unique, occasion.”

There’s probably more than 1,000 other ways to respond, because there is little that we are more practiced at than seeking to justify our mistakes and our sins.  There is little that we are better at than excusing ourselves.

One of the final things that you could do is the most dangerous one, with the Law of North Carolina and the Law of God, and that is ignore it.  You can see the lights and just keep going and hope that he gives up or runs out of gas before you do.  But you cannot outrun the Law.  You cannot ignore the Law.  It will only add more transgression upon your transgressions.

And the response to each of these, each of these excuses, each of these ways we seek to justify ourselves could be this: “I don’t care.  What were you doing?  Did you break the Law or not?”

“That guy treats me like dirt.  He’s a jerk.  He spreads rumors about me all the time.”  No, did you love him as you love yourself?  Did you forgive him even when he didn’t ask?  Did you stop rumors about him or did you start them?  Or just encourage them?  Who’s the selfish jerk?

“My life is full of reasons to be worried and anxious.”  No, do you love God enough to know and firmly trust that He will provide, that He knows better than you do?

“I was only looking at her.  Look what’s she wearing, she wants me to look.”  No, is she your wife?  Are you looking at her knowing that she is someone’s daughter?  Are you looking at her knowing that she is a body for whom Christ died for?

“I’m a pretty good person, most of the time.”  No, did you break the God’s Law or not?

What do you do with the Law?  The more important question is, “What does God’s Law do to you?”

It kills you.  It kills any thoughts of an excuse.  It shuts your mouth.  “For if a law had been given that could give life, then righteousness would indeed be by the law. 22 But the Scripture imprisoned everything under sin”
You’ve been caught, in every way.  There are no secrets.  You have been caught, and you have been tried, and the Law convict you, and throws you into prison.

You’re appeal is to the Judge.  So we better know who this Judge is.

He is the Good Samaritan.  He is the One who sees us lying on the side of the road, beaten and robbed by the devil and his lies, beaten and robbed by our sinful desires, and we are dying, and we know it – and nothing we can do can help us.  Our sin overwhelms us and our guilt from the past and the present rises up to claim us.

And then comes Jesus.  He is the Good Samaritan.  He sees us in our need and has every right, without having an excuse, to walk on by, but instead He comes to us and tends to our wounds.  He pours on His Holy Gospel, soothing our pain and bringing relief.  You are forgiven, dear saint, God is gracious and at peace with you.  He pours in the wine, the blood of His grace, to disinfect your open wounds and begin to heal you.  He lays on his donkey, that is, dear saints, He has brought you here, to His church, to give you His Word, to bring you comfort.  And he pays for our health.  Not with gold or silver, but with His holy precious blood and His innocent suffering and death.

This is your Judge.  He is the one who loves His neighbor more than Himself.  He became your neighbor, became man, to love you to the end.  And don’t think that you’re that neighbor that He would be lucky to move next to, with beautiful flowers, and pristine yard, and you make cookies for Him every week.

We’re more like the neighbor whose yard is full of weeds, and from whose house you can hear the arguments and the yelling, and whom the police check in on just to make sure we’re not up to no good.

And He does, He becomes your neighbor, just to make sure you have Him as your neighbor now and forever, so that He can love you.

What do you do with the Law?  What do you mean, Jesus says, “It is finished.”  You have your healing.  You are alive.  He shows mercy.  “You go, and do likewise.”  Amen.

 

Sermon for The 12th Sunday After Trinity
Be Opened, Be Clean
Be Opened, Be Clean
 I keep an eye out on church signs throughout this city and our neighborhoods.  Some are pretty funny, some get a message really right and concise, and some are just downright false and wrong.  Recently I saw one that read like this: “If you love God, we’ll see you on Sunday.”

Now there is some truth to this.  After all, faith loves to receive Jesus and His gifts and we as Christians do love God, because and always, He first loves us.  But there is also a deep error in this because worship is not measured by how much you love God.  Worship is not motivated by how much you want to praise God. Worship, our Divine Service, is centered around, not what we do for God, but what He does for us.  Key of all is Him forgiving us for not loving Him perfectly.

If you were to love God perfectly, you simply would not sin because you would love His commandments more than you would love your opinions and your desires.  If you would love God perfectly, you would have no worry or anxiety even as your needs build up high enough to make a mountain.  So, here is how I would fix this sign: it would read, “If you do not love God perfectly, we’ll see you on Sunday.  If you are a sinner, we’ll see you on Sunday.  If you are weak and full of troubles and your body is falling apart and broken and so is your family, we’ll see you here on Sunday.”

This is what happens to the deaf and mute man.  His friends saw his suffering, and they were his friends.  And friends bring friends to Jesus, who is for sinners, who is for those suffering, who is for those who do not love God perfectly.  God grant to us such friends who bring us to Jesus, and see what Jesus does.  God grant us to be such friends.

33 And taking him aside from the crowd privately, he put his fingers into his ears, and after spitting touched his tongue. 34 And looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.” 35 And his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly.   
 First, dear saints, Jesus sighs.  It is a sigh that knows of this man’s brokenness, of his isolation because of his deafness and muteness, of his broken body, of his loneliness.  O, that he knows of you of your brokenness and pain and His desire is for things to be made right.

But that is not all.  Making things right for this man does not simply mean opening his ears and releasing his tongue.  That’s part of it.  But think of it like this.  By opening this man’s ears and releasing his tongue, Jesus also recognizes the sin that will now come from this.  The sins that pour into our ears that we choose to listen to.  The sins that pour forth from our tongue.

This man’s ears which formerly heard no sound would now be tickled with rumors and hearsay and other poisonous talk of others and false teaching, just like yours are.  His tongue, now able to speak clearly would be active in complaining and blaming others and o, so not very active in praying and praising and giving thanks to God.  That is deserving of a sigh.  To look upon a child of yours and know that they will rebel.  He knows, dear saints.  He knows.

And in this sigh, and because He knows of your brokenness and of your rebellion – because He knows that you do not love God perfectly – He knows that price that He will have to pay for you.

And that is the second point.  It is obvious, according to the text, that Jesus invades this man space.  33 And taking him aside from the crowd privately, he put his fingers into his ears, and after spitting touched his tongue. 34 And looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, “Ephphatha,” that is, “Be opened.” With spit and with touch.  But the less obvious, but more truthful, part of this is how dirty Jesus gets.  He sticks His fingers in a man’s ears, and do not think that Jesus’ fingers came out clean.

You know this.  Any doctor or nurse or parents or anyone who has taken care of children or pets know this, you cannot clean another living thing without getting dirty yourself.  Jesus came to cleanse you.  Jesus came to open your ears in faith to hear His Word.  Jesus came to open your mouth so that you can speak to God without fear.  To do that, to get you clean, He gets dirtied with your sin.  He knows the price of that.  God’s wrath and judgment and hell.  So, He sighs.

But he wants you clean.  You are clean.

And as he proclaimed, “Be open,” to this man and to his ears, he proclaims be opened to so much for you.  “Heaven, be opened.  God’s love and peace for sinners, be opened.  That truth that our sin and suffering close off that God is good and has done all things well, be opened.”  Death could not hold this Jesus.  He proclaimed to the sealed tomb, “Be opened.”  He lives to do all things well for you.  To open your ears to hear His voice and release your tongue to pray to Him.

If that is what you need, and Jesus tells you that this is what you need, if those gifts are what you need and live for, we’ll see you again next Sunday.  Amen.

Sermon for the 11th Sunday after Trinity
Going Home Justified
Going Home Justified
 Dear Saints,

As a pastor there are a few questions that I am always asked. Some of them are difficult, even impossible to answer. Some are filled with sorrow and pain, but there is a tough question that I love to hear, and it’s something like this, “Pastor, why doesn’t everyone believe the Gospel?”

I love that question because asking it means that you have heard the glory and wonder and comfort of the Gospel. The word “Gospel” comes from the Greek word euongelion, which literally means “good news.”  And this is a fitting name, what better news is there for us sinners that Jesus has died for us. We hear those words, “Christ died for sinners” as the most wonderful words that could ever be spoken to us, we treasure them, we speak them to our children, we tell them to our neighbor, we tell them to our coworkers and we tell them to ourselves in our hearts and in our minds.  We love those words of Gospel because they are our life.

Being with family this past week because of the death of my Grandpa, this came up a few times.  Death has a way of doing that.  Suffering and mourning and pain have a way of doing that.  “I just don’t know how someone could live without faith.” True. If you were to take a Christian and say, “You can only have one thing in this life, what will it be?” They would say, “God’s true Word, the Gospel, the good news that Jesus died for sinners.” “The Gospel or your house?” “The Gospel.” “The Gospel or your money?” “The Gospel.” “The Gospel or your family?”  “The Gospel or a chance to sleep in and relax Sunday morning?”  “The Gospel is my rest.” “The Gospel or your life?” “What do you mean?  The Gospel is my life.”   If you have the Gospel, then you have everything that Jesus wants to give you.

And so, for the Christian, these words are the most precious and dear treasure in the entire world, and our joy and our peace comes from knowing and believing them.  And this brings us back to the original question, “Why doesn’t everyone believe the Gospel? Why are there people in this world who hear the Gospel not as good news but as bad news?”

The answer is in our text.  Our Lord Jesus tells the parable that is before us today of the praying Pharisee and tax collector to a specific audience. “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and treated others with contempt.” (Luke 18:9) In these words Jesus describes the sinful heart of man, “they trust themselves that they were righteous.” That’s your sinful flesh, and this sinful flesh hates the Gospel.

Think about it this way: remember we said that the Gospel is the good news that Jesus died for sinners? Well, to be a person that Jesus died for, we have to first be a sinner.  And to be a sinner, and this is so key, we must first confess who knows what sin is – and that is God and He proclaims it in His Word to us.

You do not be the judge of sin, you let yourself be judged of sin.  You are to be judged of your selfishness.  You are judged of your pride – in thinking that you know better than your God – in life, in relationships with other people, in your suffering.

You are to be judged in your natural inclination to compare yourself with others.  The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.”  O, and how often we think, “Thank God I’m not like that Pharisee who thinks he’s better than other people.  I’m so much better than that.  I’m so much more open minded than that.  Imagine!”

Jesus said of the Pharisee that he “prayed thus with himself.”  He didn’t pray to God.  He didn’t consider God and His Word.  He considered only himself.

“God, I thank you that I am not like other men…”  He thanks God.  But it’s fake.  Prayer is an act of worship.  But the Pharisee doesn’t worship God.  He worships himself and what he does and what he thinks.  He twists God’s law into a caricature of what it really is so that it will condemn everybody, including this guy who is right next to him, everybody but himself.

If you hold your neighbor up to God for condemnation, what does this say about you?  Love covers sin.  Love prays for repentance, forgiveness, and faith.  Love doesn’t stand in judgment.

Be judged by God.  Be condemned and be like the tax collector, who instead of appealing to himself, appeals to the blood.  That’s all he has.  This is one of the most refreshing things to learn from this text.  At the time the tax collector makes this confession: “Have mercy on me” – at this exact time a lamb is being killed and the blood is being shed.  And his confession, this tax collector’s confession is: “I deserve that.”

And that is what you do.  You look at Jesus, the Lamb of God, and His blood being shed and say, “I deserve that.  For His sake, because He took it willingly for me and my forgiveness, have mercy on me, not because what I am or have done, but because of who You are, Lord, and what you have done.”

We don’t make excuses, pass the blame, compare ourselves with others, or toss before God’s eyes the good things we have done that we imagine will outweigh the bad things we have done.  We lay claim to the blood of Jesus shed for us.  And when our Lord Jesus gives us his body and blood to eat and to drink and he tells us that this is for the forgiveness of our sins we believe him.  And we leave church, we go home, justified.  Amen.

Sermon for the Ninth Sunday after Trinity
Staking Everything on God’s Mercy
Staking Everything on God’s Mercy
  “There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges were brought to him that this man was wasting his possessions.”  Dear managers of God’s gifts.  The word – wasting - indicates a single-minded devotion to himself, his needs, his pleasure, his profit.  He wasted on himself that which was given him to administer and use for another.

Then came judgment day!  Turn in the account of your management, for you can no longer be manager.  Just like that, the game was up!   “You’re fired.”  As soon as he complies and turns them in, the books will be opened.

Dear Christians, one day soon you will fly away to the judgment seat of God.  There the books are open on your management of God’s gifts.  He who created the eye has seen every greedy gaze, every lustful look and every condescending stare of the eyes you manage for Him.  He who formed the ear has heard every hateful word, every word of gossip and every complaint that has proceeded from the mouth you manage for Him.  He who shaped the hands knows what the hands you manage for him have done in worry and waste and left undone in laziness or just because you didn’t care.  He who said You cannot serve God and money knows every corner of your heart and mind in regard to the dollars you manage for Him, the portion you return to Him, the joy and cheerfulness you have in giving to Him.

Too weak to dig and too ashamed to beg, he acted shrewdly, he was crafty, he was creative to plan for his future.  He reduced the bills of the rich man’s debtors.  At his order, a hundred measures of oil is rewritten as fifty.  A hundred measures of wheat is rewritten as eighty.  And, this is the shocking part, The master commended the dishonest manager for his shrewdness.  For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the sons of light.
Dear sons of light, that’s the first point!  Jesus is not encouraging corruption or dishonesty.  Rather He plainly states, harshly states, that the people of this world evidence better management of the things they posses for temporary earthly reasons, than the management God’s people evidence of their resources for eternal, heavenly purposes.  Jesus nails us with what the open books of God’s judgment will show.  If we want our management of His gifts to be judged by comparing it with others, God help us! Even the children of this world, that is unbelievers, are wiser than the children of light.

Consider how devoted human hearts are to acquiring more things.  Every day millions of people listen attentively to numbers we call lottery numbers.  Every day millions of hearts rise or fall with numbers we call stock market numbers.  The world pays close attention to and expends first-rate energy on accumulating more — more things, more money, more security.

While the sons of this world strive mightily for these things, those confessing Christ are often neglectful and slow concerning God’s things.  How often do we use the Word of God?  How often do we see weekly worship as the source of our life?  How often are we content and patient in loving the people God has placed in our life, seeking first the kingdom of God?  We, also, are sorely tempted to be more concerned with earthly retirement and security than with eternal dwellings.

Fellow-redeemed, it will fail – all that we accumulate on this earth, all our special things, all our security, will fail. We brought nothing into this world and we can take nothing out of this world.    It is not a question of “if” they will fail us, only “when” they will fail.  And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails they may receive you into eternal dwellings. 
These eternal friends are made only through the Gospel.  We can’t purchase their salvation with money.  We can’t pick who our friends will be, who will believe in Christ crucified and risen.  But, we can manage the money God lets use to publish the Gospel.  We should use the blessings God gives us to make friends for eternity.  God is the master and owner of all that we use.  This is why you tithe.

By nature, we think this stinks.  But the sons of light, which is also who you are, a son or daughter or light, of the light, of Jesus, has an absolute trust in the master’s mercy.

The unjust steward recognized that judgment was at hand and that he was totally unprepared.  He staked everything on the belief that his master would honor the words nullifying a debt that he spoke in the master’s name.  The dishonest steward looked out for his future by trusting the mercy of his master.

That’s amazing trust!  And the master did not disappoint.  He was unreasonably merciful and forgiving.  The debts were reduced by the master as promised by His steward.  He didn’t have to, but He did!  And that’s the second point.

Because dear saint, Beloved, one day soon, you will fly away to the judgment seat of God.  There the books are open on your management of God’s gifts.  Your hope then is not that God has closed his eyes to your mismanagement; your hope then is not that your good deeds outweigh your misdeeds; your hope then is not comparing your management with that of another.  Your only hope is the very one who sits in judgment on you.  Your only hope is to throw everything on the mercy of the master.

And what mercy He has!  He who said You cannot serve God and money was sold under our sin for thirty pieces of silver.  He who shaped human hands had His own hands driven through with spikes to the cross.  He still speaks peace through those nail marked hands on this side of His grave.  He who created the ear and has heard all you’ve said, His are the ears that hear your cry for mercy and will not hear the accusations of the devil against you – not one of them.  He who created the eye and has seen all you’ve done, His are the eyes that closed in death and opened in new life on Easter morning.  He sees you now as His beloved Bride, without spot or blemish.

He called you to Himself and said, how much do you owe?  Take your debt and write cancelled on it, write paid in full!

Dear fellow-Redeemed, Christ is still in His office of Redeemer.  He is the one mediator between God and man.  He is still speaking words of forgiveness and life.  Today in the midst of you sons of light He says, “take and drink, this is my blood shed for you for the forgiveness of sins”.

Dear saints, you only manage what God entrusts to you for a short time.  Those earthly goods will fail you and they will fail me.  In the meantime, God grant us shrewdness, wisdom, creativity in managing our unrighteous wealth to make friends for eternity.  To that end, God grant us total trust in His profound, undeserved, immeasurable mercy.  In the Name of Jesus – Amen

Sermon for The 8th Sunday after Trinity
Beware of False Prophets
Beware of False Prophets
Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves.
Why such a strong warning?  Duh, Jesus.  Or, actually, not do “duh.”

Why do you have to say to children, “Don’t take candy from strangers”?  That’s really hard for children.  Because they like candy.  Candy is good, however they can get it.  We don’t have to say to children, “Don’t take Brussels sprouts from strangers,” because strangers who want might want to hurt children won’t offer Brussels sprouts because it isn’t enticing to children.

And Jesus’ warning, Beware of false prophets, we should take that to be the same.  It is a warning from something’s and someone’s that we find enticing.  We so often find false teaching enticing, it so often  seems like a good deal on the outside.  “I get some candy, really?  Can’t see anything wrong with that.”  But there is great dangers to false teaching.  It is something that Satan has been tempting us with since the beginning, “Did God really, say?”

Jesus’ response to those false preachers, false pastors hits it right on the head in lots of ways, He says, And then I will declare to them, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”  This Word, lawlessness, is anti-nomos  in the Greek.  Anti-law, against the Scriptures, in place of the Bible.  So these teachers are teaching and preaching things against and above what the Bible says.  They offer hope where the Bible doesn’t offer hope.  They invite you to take comfort in things and people that the Bible doesn’t invite you to take comfort in – “You will not surely die,” said Satan in the Garden.  They might even condemn things that the Bible doesn’t condemn.  “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” This is condemning God’s truth.

So, what’s the answer?  How do we beware of false prophets?  Well, you know what the Bible says about things, about people, about you.  How do you beware of false mechanics?  You ask people you know.  You ask other mechanics.  You google, “Does it really cost $1,000 to get my oil changed?  No?  Well, that’s a false mechanic, then.”

So, you constantly check what the culture says with what Jesus says.  You constantly check what you think and do with what the Bible says you should think and do.  You constantly check what this pastor has to say with what God’s Word has to say.  O, this condemns us — of our disinterest in God’s Word — of our lack of time we take out from our busy, busy lives to hear from God about those very lives.

We learn at a very young age that we like people who say we can do things that we want to do more than we like people who says, “No, you shouldn’t do that.”  But I think we also learn, after we’ve gotten hurt from that friend we shouldn’t have hung around, or that dangerous action we thought was just really fun, that maybe, just maybe, “No, you shouldn’t do that,” was actually good advice, was actually right.

Beware of false prophets.  It is natural to listen to the lies because we like what we hear.  Jeremiah hits it right on the head about those false prophets: They say continually to those who despise the word of the Lord, “It shall be well with you”; and to everyone who stubbornly follows his own heart, they say, “No disaster shall come upon you.” 
O, that’s so much easier to hear.  What would you rather hear from your doctor, “You look great.  Weight is good, cholesterol is good, blood pressure good, all test results came back good,” or, “You’re gravely ill”?  I think most of us would prefer the first answer, but I think if we really understood, we’d might actually prefer this: the truth. We are gravely ill.  We are full of sin.  We need to stop.  We are hurting others.  We are hurting ourselves.  We are hurting our relationship with God.  We believe lies more often than we believe God’s truth.  We are dying.  We are broken.

Hear also is the truth: The will of the Father was to place every sin upon His Son so that you have nothing left to accuse.  The will of the Father was to say to the Son, “Depart from me, you worker of lawlessness,” so that He can say to you, “Come unto me, blessed child, and inherit heaven and blessedness and favor, prepared for you  before the foundation of the world (Matthew 25:34).”

So as you call upon Him, “Lord, Lord” he knows you, and hears you, and has wonderful promises for you.  “Ask, and will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you (Matthew 7:7-8).”  You are valuable.  You are worthwhile.  You are cared for.  He is able to sustain you.  His grace and His Word is able to build you up when you are torn down.  You belong to Him, obtained, purchased by His own blood.  So don’t take candy from strangers.  They don’t know you the way your Father and your Jesus knows you.   And your God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, have so much better to offer you.  He  has brought you here thus far and is able to sustain you in the true faith to life everlasting with food much better than candy.

Sermon for The Seventh Sunday after Trinity
Nothing to Rely on Except Jesus
Nothing to Rely on but Jesus…Good!
In those days, when again a great crowd had gathered, and they had nothing to eat, he called his disciples to him and said to them, “I have compassion on the crowd, because they have been with me now three days and have nothing to eat.  And if I sent them away hungry to their homes, they will faint on the way.”
Where is the crowd?  I think there is a simple answer – and if we look at the evidence, if we look at the text, we can find it.

They’ve been with Jesus three days.  Why follow Him?  Why spend time with Jesus?   Because they’re broken.  Their bodies are broken.  Their souls are broken – they are sick inside – from within the heart comes all sorts of nasty stuff  like murder and coveting and pride. They’re scared – like sheep without a shepherd.

What is Jesus doing?  He’s teaching them (and His teaching calms fears as Good Shepherd do) – He’s healing them (starting from within creating clean) – He’s forgiving them.  He’s just with them.  And that’s what Jesus does when He’s with you.  He can’t help Himself.

And yet – though Jesus is with them, the text says, they’re still in a desolate place.  A dangerous place.  And if they are sent away without Jesus feeding them, they will faint – they will not survive the journey.  And so, Jesus has compassion.  He feeds them for the journey, lest they not make it, and then He sends them away.

And so, where is the crowd?  Jesus is with them.  Jesus is teaching.  Jesus is healing.  Jesus is feeding.  Thus, they’re at church.

They are where you are and they came why you came.  You are broken and you know it.  Your body, your soul.  And we’re in this desolate place, here.  Full of brokenness.

Can you see it?  Auto accidents, cancers, heart disease, chronic pain, disability, poverty, divorce, child abuse, and the execution of unborn babies, rape, racism, adultery, and lots of lies about sex and marriage, alcoholism and drug abuse – all with this so comes loneliness, and broken hearts, and a smattering of tortured consciences.  Plenty of that, plenty of death around us, plenty of destruction that you know, you feel, you experience.  Desolate.  Broken.  Can we make it out alive?   Make it home?

Not if we’re sent away hungry.  If I send them away hungry to their homes, they will faint on the way.  We can’t make the journey without Jesus teaching, healing, and feeding – lest we faint on the way.

So Jesus plans to feed us.  But not before our doubts get in the away.  Not before our worry looks over who is with us and instead focuses on that desolate place and mountain of problems facing us – not to mention our inability and lack of control over things.  And his disciples answered him, “How can one feed these people with bread here in this desolate place?
“There ain’t enough for me and them.  This is insufficient here, Jesus.  Not for this place.  Not for this task.  There’s not enough comfort for me Jesus.  There’s not enough forgiveness for me.”

Maybe that’s the confession Jesus wants them to have.  He led them there – His disciples, His crowd.  They have nothing to rely on except, well, except Jesus.  And that is exactly where He wants them.  That is exactly where He wants you.

To be so full of guilt that you realize you can’t make up for this, you aren’t improving; you’ve got nothing to offer.  To be so encompassed by this world that you realize you are helpless in this desolate place.  To be so hungry in this life, so empty, that you can’t go one step further – lest you faint along the way.

What’s left then but what’s always been right in front of you?  Your Jesus and His compassion and His food that does satisfy for the journey.

The reality is that this crowd and we would be just as helpless if we were in the safety of our homes, with a refrigerator full of food and a pocket full of money.  But here’s the point, here is why you are sometimes led to actually feel desolate and hopeless – you might not actually know that you are helpless if it weren’t for those times.  For what is left then but Jesus and His compassion and His food that does satisfy for the journey.

That is more than enough.  Even His crumbs are enough to satisfy   Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness (Matthew 5).  That is, who hunger and thirst for what God will provide, what God will give, His righteousness, His peace, His very self. “Take, eat, this is my body, given for you.”  Feast here on bread you did not earn – lest you faint on the way.  Jesus is your bread, you did not earn Him, but He gives Himself and everything that comes with Him to you purely as a free gift (Romans 6:23).  Here He teaches, and heals and feeds with heavenly food, God food, that leads to eternal life and freedom. That cleanses the heart and opens heaven and all the gifts of heaven.  Sit and rest.  Eat and be satisfied – lest faint along the way home.  Amen.

 

Sermon for the Sixth Sunday after Trinity
Simple or Not
Simple or Not?  Yes!
Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.

We like things simple.  Boil it down – give us the basics – keep it simple.  Distinctions?  Ehh, they’re not all that helpful, most of the time.  How do you get into heaven?  Confess – Jesus loves me, this I know.  Confess – Jesus loves me, He who died, heavens gates to open wide.  All the other stuff – peripheral, not all that important.  What’s a sin, what isn’t?  What does the Bible say about this?  What does the Bible say about that?  Does it matter?  We’re not perfect, ya know.  And it’s a big book and I’m tired!  God can be a bit longwinded at times!  How does He expect me to pay attention?

Just love everyone.  Well, how do you do that?  Eh, just give them a hug, tell them to try harder, that Jesus loves them no matter who they are or what they do.  Right?  Well, yes and no.  Sometimes it is that simple.

But how simple is Jesus?  Hear him:

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot [the King James says not one “jot” or “tittle”], will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven. (vv 17–19a)
Every dot, every letter is important.  And there’s a lot more letters than what makes up the words, “Jesus loves me.”  “You can’t tell me what to do.”  Well, yes, He’s God.  And He can.  And He says do not relax that which is said about marriage.  Do not relax that which is said about lust.  Do not ignore that which is said about anger and forgiveness and reconciliation.  Every dot, every letter – all must be fulfilled.

For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 
Them’s the people that are professional do gooders.  In other words, unless you can dunk better than Lebron James – unless you can be more generous with your time and energy and money than Mother Theresa – unless you lead a more pure and decent life with your body and with your tongue and with your willingness to forgive than Peter, Paul and Moses combined – you will never, ever, ever enter the kingdom of heaven – liable to the heavenly council for everything you have done and judged fair and square.  Every dot, every letter of that big book with lots of demands must be fulfilled.  “I don’t want to.  That seems hard.  I’m kind of lazy, pastor.”  I know, me too, we’ve got this flesh thing in common, but it is not an option.  We must not hush up or keep to ourselves when our sins harm others or when their sins are harming themselves.

Far from simple, isn’t it?  Far from simply, “Jesus loves me,” isn’t it?

No.  Because the confession “Jesus loves me” is the confession that every dot and letter is fulfilled.

“Jesus loves you” shows how binding the Law is. “Jesus loves you,” shows you His cross and that’s the Son of God hanging up there! That’s God the Father turning his own Son over to hell and damnation over one piece of fruit eaten in a garden long, long ago. Over one thoughtless word spoken yesterday. Over one word that should be spoken tomorrow to tell someone about Jesus and His love and His way, but won’t be. No excuses, no letting off the hook. In Christ crucified we see that every transgression of every letter of the Law must andwill be punished—and to the full extent of the Law.

But . . . knowing Jesus loves me is also knowing that the whole Law has been fulfilled: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (v 17). The full extent of the Law has been executed! Every letter has been fulfilled. Not by us, but for us.

Love did this.  Jesus did this.  You are set free.  You are have been baptized into Jesus.  Baptism – this is as if Jesus took you and that which weighs you down, your sin, with Himself to the bottom of an ocean to die with you and to die with your sin.  And then when He rose again from the dead – and He will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him – takes you up with Him in life, in freedom, united with Him now and forever.

Jesus loves you – simple.  And His loves pours in what He desires for you and your family.  His rules, His law, isn’t to prevent you from having fun but because He loves you.  The more we know that – the more we’ll do everything.

Jesus has paid everything – down to the last penny.  Your righteousness does exceed the scribes and Pharisees because Jesus is your righteousness.  Covered with Him, united with Him in Baptism who is present with you here to strengthen you, to protect you, to call you perfect, you live for Jesus.  That is who you are.  That is what He has done and does.  This you know for the Bible tells you so. “Pretty simple, Jesus.”

 
Sermon for the Fifth Sunday after Trinity

What else but wait?

(No Audio this week.  Pastor forgot his i-Phone.)

The last few days before Kelly and I and the boys moved down here, we had packed everything we had in boxes and watched two movers put almost everything we owned into a truck.  We wouldn’t see that truck with all our stuff which was in it for almost 10 days.  Almost everything we had was gone.  We had been working hard packing and taping and organizing and moving and preparing and then the truck drove away.  What was left for us to do after we left everything in that truck?  Wait.

This is the Christian faith.  Leave everything and then wait.

There’s almost a refrain, a back and forth interaction between our Gospel reading and our Psalm.  The final verse of the Gospel is this: And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed (Jesus).”  That is faith.  We don’t leave a part of us.  We don’t just leave our future, “Eh, the Lord will bring me to heaven,” but fail to leave our present, “But will the Lord care for me and love me now?”  We don’t just leave our soul, “I know I’m forgiven,” but fail to leave our body, “But how will I survive this sickness or pain?  Who will care for this young body and its needs?  Who will care for this old body and its aches and pain?”

We are called to leave everything, because everything is in His hands already.  And when you do that – there is only one main thing you can do.  Wait on the Lord; be of good courage (Psalm 27:14).  Why should you be of good courage?  Because that which zaps courage is fear and dear saints, The Lord is your light and your salvation, whom shall you fear (Psalm 27:1)?  There is only One who cares perfectly for your entire body.  There is only One who cares perfectly for your emotions and well being and future.  That commands fear.  For Him to have everything in His hands – that commands fear.

A teacher can flunk you or suspend you – that commands fear.  Right?  A supervisor can fire you or dock you pay – that commands fear.  A doctor who has you in surgery could really harm you – that commands fear.  But your Lord has all of these and more in His control and He loves you.  He has shown that over and over again in the past.  And the present is no different.  Whom shall you fear when it is your Jesus who has everything in His hands – hands that bear the scars of the crucified One who perfectly feared God for you.

As we have realized that we have not perfectly feared God, but feared so many other things, we may have said, in some way or another, what Simon Peter said to Jesus, “Depart from me, for I am sinful.”  But your Jesus does not listen to that request and instead Jesus draws you, in your sinfulness, in your worry, to Himself over and over again and says, Do not be afraid.  He has not left you and he will not. He has not forsaken you and He will not and He hears you when you cry for His mercy.

So you, dear saint, leave everything in His hand and wait on the Lord.  Some things you don’t have to wait long on.  As you confess your sins, you leave them on Jesus, who had more than enough strength to carry them to His cross and die with them and forgive them forever.  You don’t have to wait because, “It is finished.”  The only thing left is for Him to be present to announce that to you, and He is.  As you cry for mercy, he answers here with a resounding yes.  As you cry for courage, He is present to remind you that He is your light and salvation, whom shall you fear?

Other things, you do have to wait on longer.  You know yours more than I do.  I know mine more than you do.  But our Lord knows them all better than anyone.  And His answer, Wait on the Lord, and be of good courage.
This is not a call to laziness for you.  Following your Jesus as a disciple is also a call to action.  A call to be merciful.  A call to forgive.  A call to defend His truth in private and in public.  A call to raise your children up in the fear of the Lord and speak to others about the hope that you have within you.  A call to provide for your family and friends, be a faithful worker and a faithful friend.  A call to be content with what our Lord has provided for you and a call to lead a sexually pure and decent life.  A call to tame your tongue in its hurtfulness and train your tongue it to build up others and praise your Jesus.  A call to receive His gifts in Word and Sacrament.

This is not a call to laziness, but it is a call for courage – a call to confess that you’re in a boat that is this life, and you’re in it with Jesus…or better yet, Jesus is in this boat with you.  Like the text, the boat may feel like it’s beginning to sink, but it cannot, it will not.  Jesus is there.  Jesus is here.  Do not fear.  Your Jesus has carried your sins, your fears, to His cross so that He can carry you everywhere, now and forever.  Amen.

Sermon for the Fourth Sunday after Trinity
As Your Father
As Your Father is
He was treated with contempt both physically and with words.  He was made fun of – called a daddy’s boy and a sissy.   He was bullied, 1 vs. 11, he didn’t stand a chance.  He was kidnapped by his own brothers, tortured, and sold into slavery because one brother had enough compassion to at least spare his life.  Maybe it wasn’t compassion, maybe that brother simply didn’t want to watch Joseph die, but wanted Joseph to die at the supposed fault of someone else.  That wouldn’t be compassion.  That would be selfishness.

Here, he meets his kidnappers, his persecutors, his traders and bullies and he’s now bigger than them and can fight back.  He has the authority to bully them and to kidnap them and mock them and sell them and kill them.  They can get what’s coming to them – what they deserve!  A part of us roots for the little guy at the end of the movie who gets the final punch in over his bully. Movie theatres erupt with applause at these scenes.  That bully deserved it and he finally got it.

So what of Josephs words?  They expect this, “It may be that Joseph will hate us and pay us back for all the evil that we did to him?”  And they get this: “Do not fear, for am I in the place of God?  As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.”  “Do not fear,” is an absolving word.  You don’t get what’s coming to you.  You receive mercy and forgiveness.

That’s good for the bully and somewhat annoying for the little guy who can finally bully back.  Good thing that you are the bully then.  If you don’t see yourself as the bully, you aren’t seeing clearly.  Take the 2×4 out of your eye before you look too hard for the pencil lead in your neighbor’s eye.

Feeling sinned against means that your conscience is working.  You know what sin is – you have felt it upon yourself.  But let your conscience properly work and be sensitive to the sins that you have committed against others.  Our theme for VBS this week was “Go Tell It on the Mountain that Jesus Christ is Lord.”  What if that Lord Christ stood on the mountaintops and shouted every thought, word, and deed that you have done and maybe are doing right now?  No secrets with Him.

But that is not what He does on the mountain.  To His kidnappers and persecutors and bullies – to those who do not call upon His name in prayer as they should – to those who have anger toward God and have anger toward others – to those who bully others and simply are always crying out, “Woe is me!  A poor helpless victim of circumstance,” – to that kiln – to us, He has mercy and compassion.  He does not judge us rightly, but places Himself up for judgment on our behalf.  He does not condemn us, but places Himself up for God’s wrath and condemnation in our place.  He gives and forgives and gives and gives until it’s running over.  This is what you receive from Jesus.  This is what you receive here.

Come to church likes it’s your favorite buffet or potluck and you only have one plate.  Stack his mercy upon his forgiveness upon his guidance until you can barely carry the plate back to scarf it down.

And after you have scarffed it down, use that nourishment and energy that He gives to you for the benefit of others.

36 Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.
37 “Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not be condemned; forgive, and you will be forgiven; 38 give, and it will be given to you. 
This is faith – hearing His Word in Church, believing that He is merciful even to you and that His mercy doesn’t run out, and putting His mercy into practice by forgiving and being generous.  Not only to those who forgive you or give to you or are generous to you, for how does that show grace?  Do not be overcome by evil (like anger and gossip and lust and jealousy.  That way does not win.  That way overcomes you and engulfs you), but overcome evil with good.
And one final thing: our Lord’s command to “judge not” we often take as this: “Let others live the way they choose to live.  Ignore them, be tolerant of them.  Don’t judge them.”  That’s not what he means.  The opposite of judgment is not tolerance or ignoring them.  The opposite of judgment is forgiveness.  Forgive them if they have sinned against you.  Correct them in their sin – Jesus still says that you remove the speck in your brother’s eye – only after you have let them know that you are not without sin either.  Correct them and show love and mercy and forgiveness.

When you are depleted of your forgiveness – come back to your favorite buffet and pile on the forgiveness and generosity and mercy your Jesus has for you.  Amen.    
Sermon for the Third Sunday after Trinity
Forgiving Father, Forgiving Son (Luke 15:11-32)
 Forgiving Father, Forgiving Son
There’s a fascinating connection that we have today between our Lutheran, historical, churchly text and our secular, worldly holiday devoted to giving thanks and thinking about fathers.  The parable that conveys our Lord’s truth that we have before us today is known as the Prodigal Son.  Prodigal, meaning wasteful.  But it seems that the whole truth of this is more about a prodigal father.  Prodigal in a different meaning.  A meaning more like “giving abundantly, giving lavishly, pouring out gifts.”  Some of you might be described as being a prodigal of smiles, or a prodigal of humor.

Do you see, then, how this describes the father in the parable and thus how it describes our dear Lord who gives of everything, gives of Himself, gives of His love abundantly and lavishly?  This is the Father that you have, and the best example of a father for every father, or child, or mother, or friend.

There are two abuses that we are guilty of, and they are seen in the two sons.  The first is a waste and an abuse of our Father and His gifts and His love and His desire.  The second is a stubbornness toward Him.  Even an anger toward Him for our thinking that He is holding back, or doing it wrong, or cheating us.  Not recognizing that we are sons and daughters of this loving Father.  That He knows best for us and also that we cannot earn His love, we have it as a gift.  The second is our focus for today.

28 But he was angry and refused to go in (he pouts and whines instead of going to his father about something he feels wronged by). His father came out and entreated him, 29 but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years I have served you (he is acting as a servant and not a son.  A son honors, not serves.  He doesn’t see himself as a son to a loving father.), and I never disobeyed your command (A pride that simply cannot be true.  A pride that compares himself with others and their works.  A pride that thinks he can earn the love of his father), yet you never gave me a young goat (he accuses the father of showing favorites. “You don’t know what’s best,” daddy-o), that I might celebrate with my friends (choosing others over his loving father and Christian family). 30 But when this son of yours came (not “My brother,” but this son of yours.  Showing that he doesn’t consider himself a part of the family of believers). 
Fathers need forgiving and understanding children because they will sin without even trying to and they will sin intentionally. Forgive your fathers as you pray in the Lord’s Prayer.  Children need forgiving and understanding fathers because they also will sin without even trying to and they also will sin intentionally.  Forgive your children as you pray in the Lord’s Prayer.  What you see here is an unforgiving and un-understanding son, even though the father has not actually wronged him.  He is full of whining and complaining.  This shows a great sin of ours.

How often are we dissatisfied with the lot God has given us?  How often do we complain about Him instead of praying to Him – whine instead of trusting that God is good and praying that the good Lord will heal what is broken in us and in the world?  Why don’t we give our fathers the benefit of the doubt?

Though I hesitate to say it this way, forgive your heavenly Father.  Give Him the benefit of the doubt.  He has not sinned against you, but you should confess that and recognize that.  Do not pass judgment so quickly because sometimes fathers really do know what is best. And though it may hurt, and though you may not understand, you are a son by the Father’s will, work, and word.

Everything about our Lord comes down to this truth in the father’s response to the second son.  Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.  Everything that is His is also yours. And He will not take it away from you.  This is the root and the core of the Christian faith!  This is the root and the core of serving God faithfully and hearing His Word and instruction.  This is what Satan seeks to seduce you to doubt!  Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 
He doesn’t love you conditionally but rather with love that is lavish and extravagant and searching and forgiving.  His great desire and joy is to have you home with Him forever.  God is your Father – your loving Father.

It is a bit hard to take at first, but then, what wonderful joy! You don’t have to prove yourself. You don’t have to earn your way. You don’t have to count your deeds or measure your faith. He provides everything. Jesus loves you. He loves you perfectly, without conditions or fine print, without limit. He loves you and forgives you because that is who He is and what He wants to do. There is nothing left to pay. He has made satisfaction for the sins of all men, reconciled them to His Father, put death to death and processed victorious out of the grave. His perfect life is substituted for yours. His perfect faith stands in your stead, pleads in His wounds to the Father and the Spirit on your behalf. His perfect love fulfills all the law for you.  He cannot forget you.  He does know what is best.

Who is a God like this?  Your God, the only God.  Your Jesus.  He is always with you and all that is His, He gives to you.  Amen.

 

 

2nd Sunday after Trinity – Dinner is Now (Luke 14:15-24)

Dinner is Now
Jesus said, For I tell you, none of those men who were invited shall taste my banquet.
Having toddlers at home can be wonderful discipline for you.  There are countless things that you hear out of your mouth that you recognize as needed advice for none other than your very self.  Share.  Play well and be nice.  No more TV.  You need a nap.

Regarding our Lord’s words today, perhaps no more applicable truth for all ears that needs to be heard is about the dinner table: There is no dinner after this.  This is dinner.  This is the feast.  If you don’t eat now, you don’t get to eat later if you’re hungry.  You don’t get dessert if you don’t eat what’s on your plate.

Our Lord tells a parable of a Master inviting others to His great banquet.  When many of them make excuses, He invites the poor – that is, those who recognize they can’t do anything to repay Him for the feast – those who actually have no excuses and know it.  Regarding those who reject the invitation to the banquet, that is, regarding those who do not feast now upon our Lord and His gifts in Church in this great banquet here before you of His comforting Word and precious body and blood, Jesus says, I tell you, none of those men who were invited shall taste my banquet. 
Feasting now is intimately connected with feasting later in heaven where our joy will have no end.  Now, that is in this life, is the time to feast in this great banquet so that you can feast forever.  This is dinner.  If you don’t eat now, you don’t get to eat later in heaven.  You don’t get dessert if you don’t eat what’s on your plate.  You don’t get the full taste unless you receive the foretaste.

Yet excuses abound for empty pews and chairs.  They always have, according to Jesus.  And, as we hear these excuses, once again, let us not pound our chests and say, “Thank God, I’m not like that person.”  Let us not only see our unchurched neighbor in these excuses, but let us see ourselves in these excuses, because we are.  Perhaps not in rejecting the feast, and indeed, thank the Lord for the gift of faith that He has given to you.  You know, good saint, that you are poor and need our Lord’s rich gifts and food to feed you forever.  But, let us more so see ourselves in our constant choosing of things over our Lord.  Our constant pride.  Our constant fleshly choices.

At the time for the banquet, (the Master) sent His servant to say to those who had been invited, “Come, for everything is now ready.”  But they all alike began to make excuses.  The first said, “I have bought a field, and I must go out and see it.”  That is, this first excuse is power and money.  This man would, who had just bought a field, would have many workers under him and he needed to protect his authority.  He wanted things so he threw himself into his work and took pride in his power.  Our working is the opposite of God’s working: we work not that we may give, but that we may have. We work to protect what is ours, that what is mine may stay mine, that mine may be no one else’s.  God’s cup perpetually runs over while ours we constantly try to fill.  Repent.  For what which we think belongs to us and we have earned, any authority, any money, any material blessings, any occupation, has come only as a gift.

The second said, “I have bought five yokes (or five pairs) of oxen, and I go to examine them.  Please have me excused.”  That is, this man has a devotion to earthly things.  He has five sets of 2 oxen.  Five is associated with the senses (think of how many senses you have) and our senses often come in pairs (eyes, ears, hands, nostrils).  What devotions do you place over our Lord?  Are you convinced that what you see is more pleasurable than our Lord?  Or what you say about others more important that our Lord’s wish to protect their reputation?  Or are you convinced that what you see in this life that cause worry and stress is more real that our Lord who is Spirit – who is not seen? Our senses can be deceived and are a fertilizer for excuses.

The third said, “I have married a wife, and therefore cannot come.”  Here, lust and family are the excuse as pride and the world were the excuse with the other two.  What’s even more amazing in our Lord’s words – what really hits home for both us and the unchurched neighbor is how each person was convinced that the Master would accept the excused.  Please have me excused, they say.  “He’s a nice guy.  He’d understand.  I’m only human.”  Our Lord’s wrath and anger is sometimes easy to ignore.

But no excuse for putting ourselves or others or things or pleasures will do before our Lord.  None can escape the First and primary commandment, You shall have no other gods.  The great philosopher, Lady Gaga, gives the excuse, “Baby, I was born this way.”  And even that ignores the defect that we have in original sin.

We are to swallow all pride and repent and recognize we are the poor who bring nothing to the table.  For the Lord invites the poor for just that reason.  And He invited them to a great banquet.  He is great host and has given this feast to you today with great effort and at great cost – His very own life.   He loved when we hated.  He obeyed when we refused to obey.  When we were running after the concerns of this life with no concern for eternal life it was Jesus who with single-minded devotion gave His life to the task of taking away our sins and making us into saints.

You have come to a feast that is more intoxicating than all the liquor in the world.  It is a feast that will bring into a time and place where you shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore more; the sun shall not strike you nor any scorching heart.  For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be your shepherd, and he will guide you to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from your eye.   “Come(for He is here), for everything is now ready.”  Amen.

 

1st Sunday After Trinity – Abraham’s Bosom
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Grace, mercy and peace to you, brothers and sisters, whose promised eternal place is at Abraham’s side.

It’s been said that the safest place for a baby to be is on the mothers’ or fathers’ bosom. This spot on the chest is where they feel the closest, safest, and the most connected.  You can picture a child gone missing, found again and pressed against their mother’s or father’s bosom – held tight and safe.  “The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s side”, literally, Abraham’s bosom.

And it’s not just children, I don’t think.  I think sometimes we need that place, too.  The hug of a spouse or a mother or a sister or friend.  You don’t have to say anything, just a comfort.  It’s an “I feel safe here” spot.  But in the ancient Middle East it’s also a reclining at the table, feasting word.  The Gospel of John records that in the upper room, right before the Last Supper, the disciple whom Jesus loved was reclining on Jesus’ bosom.  Thus, this not only describes your heaven.  But it also describes your place of comfort while here on earth.  At Jesus’ bosom.  At His holy table, feasting on His body and blood for your peace and forgiveness.

 “There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day.  And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table.  Moreover, even the dogs came and licked his sores.”  That’s all the information we get about these two individuals before they both die.

What does this tell us?  A lot, actually.    He was rich, which is fine. But how did this rich man use his money? He was clothed in purple and fine linen.  Purple dye was drawn from a species of shellfish.  And the expense of shellfish is not too different today.  When going to a restaurant today, some of the most expensive meals are those with lobster and crab in them.  Only a few drops of dye could be drawn from this shellfish, and this guy was draped in purple.  He was selfish and greedy and ridiculous in his care for that which is not needed compared to that which is needed.

What an idiot!  How foolish can one man be!  Scripture tells us to the great gain in godliness with contentment.  How much further away can he be?  Yet, dear saints, if you ever read scripture to pound your chest and say, “I’m glad I’m not like him,” then you are reading it wrong.  Scripture tells us to be content as long as we have food and clothing.  Does that satisfy us?  Don’t we crave more; more electronics, more books, more food and clothing than we ever would need, more….  Why?  Because we can!  Are we content?  Are we so focused on ourselves and our so called needs that we purposefully ignore the obvious needs of others?

But that is not what condemns him.  This is simply the symptoms of his great sickness which is revealed here: “And then I beg you, father, to send Lazarus to my father’s house – for I have five brothers – so that he may warn them, lest they also some into this place of torment.”  But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.”  And he said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’   “You are not enough.  You do not give enough.  Your Word is not enough to bring me to repentance, to comfort.  You need to do more”

Are they enough for us in this life, especially in the times needed most? Are they enough for us when our sins accuse us, when anxiety and stress plague us, or when life is overwhelming? Are they enough?  Is God doing enough? Or do we think, “No God, you need to do more than your doing.”  Are you better than this rich man, or are you sins less than his? Woe to us, when we feel secure in our life and in our sins.  The answer to this is both “yes, He is enough,” and “we repent for thinking otherwise.”

Dear Christians, we beggars deserve to be outside the gates of the Kingdom of heaven.   We deserve hell.

But as for you, men and women of God, remember what our rich God has done for you.  Trust not in the certainty of yourself your so called blessings in this life but in the certainty of God.  Rest in bosom of Jesus when you have been accused and burdened.  Be comforted in the one who was King of Kings and Lord of Lords but became poor for us beggars.  He desired to be fed while in temptation, but survived not by bread, but by every Word that comes from the mouth of God.

Unlike Lazarus, the dogs did not lick his soars while he hung on a cross, but they did encompass him, as did a company of evildoers encircle him, as they pierced his hands and feet.  As he was suffering the pains and anguish of hell fire that we deserved, he desired a drop of water to cool his tongue, he cried out “I thirst”.  No one crossed the great chasm from heaven and hell to give him a drink.  But it was in that separation, that chasm between the Father and the Son there, that the gates of hell were defeated for us deserving residents.

Hearing this, spoken by the One who did rise from the dead and is present here, is indeed enough to bring us to repentance and  trust in Christ’s promise that He bore that sin for us.  He says “Your sins are forgiven.  Those sins of our lack of contentment, neglecting our neighbor, those sins of doubting and avoiding Me and My gifts, are wiped away by my blood.” In your hearing of Moses and the prophets you are brought comfort because you are brought to Jesus.  Through this hearing you will be brought to Abraham’s bosom on the last day.  And through this hearing you are brought to Jesus’ bosom, carried by God’s holy angels and archangels, reclining at His table to rest in the bosom of Jesus, to be comforted in safety you receive from Him His very best gift: Himself.  You have your safety.  You have your peace.  You have your Jesus and His Word.  It is enough.  In the Name of Jesus.  Amen.

 

Pentecost Sunday – No Place Like Home

No Place Like Home
If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.
I don’t think I’m alone in saying that one of the most exciting times for vacation is when you have arrived back home from vacation.  There is a sense of warmth and welcomeness and rest and comfort and familiarity.  It’s good to get out.  It really is.  But sometimes it’s even better to get back in.  This is also true after any day’s events – whether it’s out shopping for a couple of hours or working a full day or playing all day.

If it is not this way, this feeling about home, then you know that something is wrong.  Teachers know something is going on when a child consistently does not want to go home.  A marriage is not right when a spouse dreads home rather than consistently looking forward to it.  Life is incredibly difficult if we see home only as a place of loneliness or sadness and dread it.

Home is supposed to be a place of comfort and peace and welcomeness most of the time.  It is good to say, “I think I’d like to go home now.”

All this comes from our Lord’s comforting words: If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.  We are to treasure our Lord’s words.

That’s what Pentecost is about.  Treasuring our Lord’s words because His words are how He dwells with us, makes His home with us and in us, how He pours out the Holy Spirit upon us.  Today, we pray with the apostles for the Holy Spirit and we wait.  We don’t just need this gift when we are baptized.  We don’t just need Him for our Lord to bring us to faith.  We need Him all the time.  We need Him, as our Lord indicates, as we need a good home.  We need Him to keep teaching because we keep forgetting.  We need Him to keep bringing us into all truth because we keep creeping into all error.  We need Him to keep bringing us Jesus and His voice because we are surrounded by so many other voices.

As you agree with these statements, you confess where your home is, where your comfort is, where you know you need to return to for rest, as homes are supposed to give.  Your home is where your Lord Jesus is for you.

 This is why we gather to talk, to hear from God about God.  So that He can bring you into His reality, His home.  Notice that our Lord does not say, If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and be a guest at his house.  No, it’s and make our home with him.  That is, His reality in you.  He takes over, which is good.  Because our homes are such a mess.

You hear the preaching that you are baptized into His Name and share in His glory because Jesus suffered and was humiliated to bring you into such.  We are to hear often about that which is outside of us because that which is inside of us is such a mess.  We are to hear often about that which is beyond what our eyes because our hearts so often reflect what we see and say, “There has to be something more…there has to be something better.”

There is!  Jesus and His teachings are a reality in your life when all the other realities are being destroyed.  Jesus and His teachings are in fact the only reality in heaven and earth.  Everything else – broken homes, broken families, broken bodies – is but passing shadows.  Everything else is that vacation away from the home.  It will end.  The reality, the lasting truth, is the home that the Father has made in you and for you.

We come here to speak and confess about this reality.  We come here, not to speak about ourselves, like we so often do (no, that’s our home).  When we do speak about ourselves, we say, “Lord I am not worthy to have you come into my house, but only say the word, and it will be done” (Matthew 8:8).

This home that our Lord makes with us is a home that speaks about Christ and what God has done in Him. You boast in Him.  You praise Him because He is worthy of being praised. “For while you were still weak, at the right time Christ died for you (Romans 5).”  You praise Him whether the heart feels it or not because it is truth given from the Spirit of truth.  And you pray that your feelings are conformed to the truth and not to the error that confesses that you aren’t forgiven, that the Lord doesn’t provide for you, that He doesn’t love you and couldn’t care a lick about your life.  That is false.  Praising God for what He has done and does and will do in Jesus for you, that is truth.  A truth which the Spirit gives to you here; for no one can say Jesus Christ is LORD, the One who died to forgive me, the One who rises to comfort me, the One who comes to bring me peace which the world cannot give, no one can say this one is Lord except by the Holy Spirit.

This is how the Father and the Son find their home with us.  The Holy God communes with us and makes His home with us.  With the forgiveness of sins comes Jesus who won it for us.  You have a home where your heart doesn’t accuse you – where God’s law doesn’t condemn you and the things in this world that make you afraid are rendered impotent to do you harm.  There are many rooms in His Father’s house and Jesus goes to prepare one for you.  Meanwhile, He makes His home with you now.  Like little Zacchaeus, salvation has come to your house today (Luke 19).  Amen.

 

Easter 6 – This Day, That Day

This Day, That Day
In that day you will ask nothing of me.
That day has not come.  There will be a day when you ask nothing of Jesus, but now, dear saints, we ask everything of Jesus.  There will be a day, in that day, when you will forget your anguish for the joy that is set before you.  There will be no sin that bothers your conscience.  You will have no pressure or burden from within in your emotions or in your body. You will not have burden or pressure from without from those who need you or from those that bother you.  Your sorrows would have ended, you will not remember them, and nothing will ever make you sad again.  You will see God as He is.  You will see you as you are in His sight and not in the way that you see yourself in your depression or in your anxiety in your self-consciousness.  In that day, the Kingdom of Heaven will be yours and you will inherit the earth.  You will have not unmet need or wants, not because you will be without needs or wants, you will still be a creature, dependent on the Lord for all things, but because you have obtained mercy.  You will have everything you need or want.

In that day you will ask nothing of me.  That day has not come.  We anxiously await that day.  But for now, we’re still in this day.  This day we do not ask for nothing from Jesus, but instead we ask for everything from Him.

We ask Him to take our sins away – to forgive us.  That He does.  Your sins are forgiven even before you hear those words of absolution because you did what Christians do: you confessed them, recognizing the greater part of your sins you have forgotten, and you have asked for help.  You need not keep your sins. Jesus will take them.  He already has, whether you asked Him or not.

We also ask Him to ease our burdens, take care of our needs, calm our sorrows and our disappointments and our tribulation, heal our bodies and our families and get us a job.  That, He may do.  Or, He may not in the way that we ask.

In that day, we will not ask, but in this day we ask and it seems we do not receive. Our joy is not yet full. Our loved ones do get sick and die.  Our bodies fail.  Our friends and lovers betray us. We have joy in Christ, but it coexists with sadness, even as our faith stands alongside our doubt, our good works next to our sins.  We are tortured with temptation.  We are riddled through with sin.  We are haunted by guilt, shame, regret, and uncertainty.  We ask, but it seems we rarely and only partially receive.

But do ask.  You receive much more than you recognize.  Perhaps the least prayed prayers are prayers in which we give thanks that God answered our prayers in one way or another.  That is, we can see full evidence that our prayers have not been turned away.  But the greatest evidence that we have is not a healing or a better family situation or some bills that are paid, but His Word in which we cling to in spite of what the eyes see or, we pray that at times, in addition to what our eyes see.  Words that say Ask and you will receive.  Words that say,The Father Himself loves you, because you have loved me and have believed that I came from God.

Ask, because you have the ear of the God of everything and anything who does love you.  It costs money to get the ear of a doctor.  It costs money to get the error of a lawyer or a counselor.  But the cost to get the ear of God has been paid by His dear Son.  You owe nothing.  You are loved and you have the ear of the God who can change health and disease and hearts and minds.

Pray for the big things, the end of hunger, poverty, and war, a peaceful worldwide church in doctrine and practice, a cure for cancer and Parkinson’s disease.  We know this will be answered in heaven.  But Jesus fed the five thousand and raised the widow’s son in Nain.  Do not think He doesn’t care about those sorts of things.  Perhaps He will turn and give us a foretaste of heaven now.

Do not be ashamed to ask for small things, for a good parking spot, a victory in basketball, or that mom will make pizza for dinner.  The day will come when we ask for nothing, but it is not today. Today, we ask for everything, and everything we ask in Jesus’ Name, according to His will, trusting that the day will come when it is all given and our wills and His will are one.  We ask for everything because nothing properly belongs to us, we are beggars, and yet, we are God’s beggars, declared righteous and pleasing to Him and He has pledged all things to us.  Ask, and you will receive.

And finally, do not confuse asking for the big things with asking for the huge and bold things.  It is big to ask for world peace.  It is huge and bold to ask for you to have, or for your neighbor to have, the peace that passes all understanding.  It is big to ask for hunger to be ended.  It is huge and bold to ask for we to be fed with the bread of life.  It is big to ask for suffering to be ended.  It is huge and bold to ask for patience to endure whatever our Lord gives to you.

So ask for little, for big, for huge and bold and know that God hears you.  And answers you.  And gives His mercy and steadfast, immovable love here in this day until that day.

 

Easter 5 – Not Leaving You Alone

Not Leaving You Alone
Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for I go do not go away, the Helper will not come to you.
You know the stories, you hear them on the news all the time: a parent leaves a young child alone.  Father’s have temporarily abandoned their children to go and drink.  There have been children who have gotten sick because the mother left them in the car alone for a long period of time.  In Michigan, Kelly and I stopped and this restaurant to eat one summer evening, and we saw a baby in the backseat of the car.  No one in sight, no one in the car, it was a hot summer day, the car wasn’t on.  I mean this just seems to be common sense; you do not leave your children alone.  They get hurt.  They get in trouble. This is not good parenting here.  You can’t leave your children alone like this.

Here, we turn to Jesus’ words for us.  He tells His disciples that He is going away, He is leaving His disciples.  But, He will not leave them alone.  He is not abandoning His children.  He says a bit before this, I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.
And in saying this, I think we can turn from the analogy of a father to that of a break-up.  That is to say, He says this: I tell you the truth: it’s to your advantage that I leave you.  You can echo’s of, “It’s better for you; it’s for your benefit that I leave you; it’s not you, it’s me.”  I think we react to Jesus’ words as we would to those break-up words.  “Yah, right.  I’m not convinced here.”

But our Lord is not a drunk and abusive husband who cares only for himself.  Our Lord is not a boyfriend who wanted one thing and because he didn’t get it, or even because he did get it, leaves and says, “it’s for your benefit.”  Our Lord is not a father who only likes to play with his kids when they’re being cute and couldn’t care less about feeding and changing and clothing and teaching them.  His word is truth.  He is the Truth.  You can trust His words much more than you can trust even your very own words and thoughts.  He cares for you, sometimes more than you care for you.  He always cares for you more in the right and good way more than you care for you.  So when He says, It is to your advantage that I go away, because the Helper will come, He is speaking rightly.  I tell you the truth, He says before those words and we can confident that He is.

He did go away to be crucified for you.  But He came again and He comes even now with His gifts.  He is present here, to give to you a Helper, the gift of His Holy Spirit. He does not leave us, abandon us, forsake us, drop us off, or leave us at home alone while He goes on vacation. No. He sends His Holy Spirit, and in the midst of death and dying and sin and guilt and trouble we have the comfort that the Lord is with us. Even when we feel forsaken we know that He is with us, helping us, comforting us, strengthening our faith through His Word.

This gift, the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, fully God, the Lord and giver of Life, who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified, comes with a 3 fold office of conviction: concerning sin, concerning righteousness, and concerning judgment.

Concerning sin, our Lord says something fascinating.  He doesn’t speak of the sin of murder or sex or stealing or lying or even lusting and anger.  No He says, Concerning sin; because they do not believe in me.  The Holy Spirit, the Helper, helps convict you of unbelief, which is the root of all sins.

You are convicted of this sin.  You commit sins because you do not believe in Jesus. You do not trust Him. You think He is holding out on you, that He doesn’t care about what you want or need, that He is not providing what it takes to make you happy, and so forth. So you take it for yourself. If you believed in Him without fault you would not sin. You would wait for Him to give you what you want. You would trust that He knows best and cares for you. But you do not. You think you are smarter than Jesus, nicer than Jesus, even that you love yourself more than Jesus loves you. That is why you sin. But your sin never works the way you thought it would, because Jesus does in fact love you.  He does in fact, know what is best for you.  So He convicts of this so that we do not trust ourselves or our world.

So the Holy Spirit also convicts us of righteousness.  This is a good conviction.  It is the declaration that because Jesus has gone to the Father with our sins on Him and is now free of them after defeating them and death as He took His life back from the grave, you have His righteousness.  The Holy Spirit takes what belongs to Jesus and declares it to you.  He gives you what is His: His righteousness, innocence, holiness, blessedness, perfection, love, grace, the service of angels, the Name of His Father, access to heaven, and so forth. He takes what is yours. He gives you what is His. It is not a fair exchange. It is mercy. It is the way of the Lord.

This is truth.  You are forgiven.  You have a Helper.  Jesus does not leave you alone.  Everything He does is to your advantage. So hear Jesus say, “It’s not you; it’s me.”  That is, these are His words and you can trust them more than your words.  Amen.

 

Easter 4 – Seeing, Not Seeing, Back to Seeing

Seeing, Not Seeing, Seeing
So some of His disciples said to one another, “What is this he says to us, ‘A little while, and you will not see me, and again a little while, and you will see me’; and, ‘because I am going to the Father’?”  So they were saying, “What does he mean by ‘a little while’?  We do not know what He is talking about.”
What does He mean?  What comfort can I take from this?  What in the world is He talking about?  Hopefully you don’t ask that from every sermon.  But I suppose if you do, don’t take the lead from the disciples who fail to ask Jesus because I, unlike Jesus, cannot read minds and know those things.

But what is He talking about?  This little while?  He repeats it seven times, so you walk away from the sermon thinking, “that was a bit much, but I still don’t know what He’s talking about.”

First, let’s understand what Jesus meant then and then let’s hear what Jesus is preaching to us today.   A little while, and you will not see me.  Because in a bit, in an hour or two from when Jesus is speaking these words, Jesus will be betrayed and delivered and be crucified, suffer, die and be buried.  When you are buried, you are not seen anymore.  You will not see me – He is speaking about His death.  In a little while, you will see me.  Because He will be alive in body to be seen – to keep preaching, to keep performing miracles, to keep doling out His peace.  He is speaking about His resurrection.

He spoke about this plainly before and this should have been plain as day for the disciples.  But they did not know what He was talking about.  They did not grasp the promise.  That is, they comprehended what He said, they could repeat it back, but they could not apply it, they could  not understand the implications His promise had on their lives.  When fear came, this was not applied, because they abandoned Jesus.  When trial and danger came, the promise was not received, and they fled and they hid.  But then they saw Jesus again, and their sorrow was turned into to joy.

So, it is vitally important to understand what Jesus is talking about and understand it and confess it and live in it and grasp the promise so that we do not grow faint and weary and weak (Isaiah 40).  And here, our Lord speaks to us today about our lives.  You will experience trial.  You will experience suffering.  That’s His promise.  You will experience a flip-floppy life as sojourners and exiles of this world (1 Peter 2:11).  That is His promise.  You will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice.  You will be sorrowful…
Sin, your sin, others sin, will cause you harm.  Others will fail you.  But we are not just victims, we are so often the cause as we choose to sin.  Your money may fail you.  Your health may fail.  Death will happen.  Your world may fail.  Your emotions will burden you.  Bombs may explode and people may die.  People may hate you because of a disability, or because of the color of your skin, or because you’re an American, or because you’re poor, or because you’re rich, or because you have a big family, or because you have no family, or just because.  That’s a promise.  You will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice.

“Where is your Jesus, now?  Where is your gracious, loving God now?  How wrong you were to correct me in my sin because your life isn’t any better!”  There is nothing that the world likes more than for we, who call sin a sin, who reprove so that they recognize their faults and repent and receive forgiveness, than for we Christians to suffer and fail.  Because it seems to be proof that God doesn’t play favorites anyway or perhaps that God doesn’t even exist.  If we aren’t sure what it means for the world to rejoice in our sorrows, then perhaps we should reflect on our calling sin a sin to ourselves and to others.  Are we doing that?

So here is the promise in this world, you will weep and lament….you will be sorrowful.  But the greater promise still holds, but your sorrow will turn into joy…I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.
For everything there is a season, and a time for every purpose under heaven: There is a time for weeping and a time of laughter; a time to mourn and a time to dance. Life goes from seeing Christ, to not seeing Him, but always back, the final result will always be back to seeing Jesus.  Life has sorrows and weeping, but you always have the promise of joy in “a little while.”  What you will not lose in this life is your Jesus.  That is your joy, even in the midst of sorrow, that will not be taken from you.

If sorrow must come to you, be patient, and let our Lord lead you to prayer, and a firm reliance upon Him.  Let it teach you kindness and gentleness to others who suffer.  You have this promise: your suffering will only be “a little while.”  An undefined time – perhaps a day, perhaps a week, perhaps a couple years, perhaps only death will bring it, but the promise still holds, “a little while.”  Your sorrow will always be exchanged for joy.  Your not seeing Jesus will always be exchanged for seeing Jesus.

So rejoice, for the mother has given birth to a baby and they called Him, Immanuel, that is God with us.  And they called Him Jesus, that is, He will save His people from their sins.  Rejoice, your God is with you.  You are His people.  Your sins are forgiven.  You are not yet home, but are foreigners in this land.  But in a little while, you will be home.  Until then, He sees you, and you hear Him as He speaks, I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.  No one will take your Jesus away. Amen.

Sermon for Easter 3
I Know You
I know my own
I am the good shepherd.  I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.
Jesus knows you.  Every part of you.  Every bit of you.  It is a knowing that is deep and relational and intimate.  It is a knowing that means He is familiar with you – and your needs, and your emotions.  It is knowing that grows not out of head knowledge, of reading books about you, or studying you, or doing experiments on you.  Rather, it is a knowing that comes from being related to you.  From being your brother who suffered in the flesh.  From being born and living and being full of conflict within and experience conflict from without.  His taking on flesh so that the flesh you wear is the very same flesh He was born with and still has now.  Jesus is still fully human.  He didn’t stop being human.  He will always beJesus of Nazareth, the One who was crucified (John 20).  He showed His wounds in His hands and side to us last week to give us that comfort.  Pinch your flesh and know that you belong to Him because He has taken the very same flesh.

Jesus is God.  He knows everything.  That is, He is omniscient, knowing every answer to every question, knowing every question that has been or will be asked.  He knows the future, can recite every event in the past, because it is His past – He created the world.  He knows every thought, and every word, and every deed that you have done and even that you will do.  That is not a comforting knowing.  That is a frightening sort of knowing.  That’s like when the teenager comes home late and the parent is waiting for them and says, “I know what you did.”

While that is true, that is not the type of knowing that Jesus speaks here, I know my own and my own know me.  It’s more about relationship and familiarity and family-like knowing.  Of this, our Lord speaks the equally frightening words, regarding that day of judgment of those who reject Him now, of those who do not receive His gifts now, they will cry out, Lord, Lord, and He will respond in judgment, I never knew you.  That is, “Are you baptized into me so that my Father becomes our Father?  Have you received my Word that makes you my brothers and sisters?  Have you received my body and my blood for your forgiveness and so that I dwell in you?”  They are not familiar with Him, they do not know Him. Their life is filled with disobedience and pride, not confession of sins and praying for strength to lead a holy life.  They love sin and not the Shepherd and thus the Shepherd will respond, I never knew you.
With this, doubts abound for us then because we ask ourselves this question: “Do I really know Him?”  My sheep hear my voice and I know them, and they follow me.  “Do I really know His voice?  Do I follow Him enough?”  Your flesh and Satan want proof of this and direct you to your life.  But how much have we done? How have we lived? Can we be recognized in this world, distinct from the rest of the world, by our love?  No. Repent. You have not been good enough. Your life does not show your faith so much as it shows your sin.  The world does not look and you and exclaim, “My what a wonderful, generous, kind, loving person!”

So repent, but then tell doubt to shut up. Because Jesus is the Good Shepherd.  He knows you intimately.  His knowing you is found primarily in that He lays downs His life for His sheep.  Not despite knowing you, but because He knows you, He pays for your sins, your doubts. He has met His Father’s wrath, satisfied justice on your behalf. There is no one left to accuse you. You are righteous and perfect because Jesus has declared you to be so. He has substituted His life for yours. He has risen from the dead for your justification. He is the Good Shepherd.

He didn’t only defeat death by His death, He also rose again and is present to make your weary soul lie down in green pastures and give to your parched sin-filled lips the still waters of His forgiveness and restores your soul to be good as He is the Good Shepherd.  He loves you. You know His voice. You hear it now. You love Him.

I am the good shepherd.  I know my own and my own know me.  That is you will be greeted with words such as these: “You, I know you.  You are the one who prayed for strength to overcome that particular sin.  Well done, good and faithful servant.  The Spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.  I know you.  You are the One who suffered through your life with loneliness and sadness with your only abiding hope being that I am your Immanuel, your God with you.  I know you.  You are the one who grieved the death of your loved one, knowing that I fight against your despair because I am the Resurrection and Life.  I know you.  You are the one who was given the cross to bear the burden of others as you repented of your self-centeredness and relied upon the love and strength that comes from my bearing my cross for your peace and joy.  I know you.  You are the one who suffered through poverty confessing that I became poor for you sake, so that you will forever be rich.  I know you.  You are the one who suffered bodily ailments and confessed in tears that in your weakness, you are strong, because the Lord is your strength.”

He knows you.  He is good.  He is your Shepherd.  He is not One who abandons you when danger comes. Rather, He lays down His life.  And you hear His voice today because He lives to speak, I know you.  Amen.

 

Sermon for Easter 2

Peace be with you
Easter changes everything.  What use is to be baptized into the death of a dead man?  That would mean that you will stay dead.  What can a dead God provide for you in your physical, your spiritual, your emotional needs (and there’s O, so many)?   What is the point of gathering together if there is not the living Christ here?  We could be gathering to watch basketball or eat pizza.

But Easter changes everything.  On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked where the disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, “Peace be with you.”  Easter changes everything.  Our gathering is one in which Jesus comes and Jesus speaks and Jesus feeds.

Our introit points this out wonderfully.  The introit, or entrance psalm, are the first words of scripture that you hear.  Not the first scriptural words, but the first words of scripture.  It acts as an introduction to the day.  And here’s what you can expect to leave with today.  You come with distress and fear and because of Easter, our Lord comes, Jesus comes, to give strength, to give answers.  Sing aloud to God our strength.  In distress you called,says our Lord, and I delivered you; I answered you in the secret place.  His answer to you is this, Jesus comes, Jesus speaks: Peace be with you. 
You come fainting from your sins and journeying through this world, and so you come spiritually starving.  Your sins eat you inside out.  Your burdens makes you feel as if your running a marathon on an empty stomach.  Thus, dear saint, are you hungry for Jesus?  Good.  Like newborn infants, long for the pure spiritual milk of the Word.  You’re supposed to be.  So Jesus feeds.  Open your mouth wide, and I will fill it; and with honey from the rock, and that Rock is Christ, I would satisfy you. 
That is what you have in your presence.  That is what those who are not here do not have.  That is what Thomas missed, Now Thomas, one of the Twelve, called the Twin, was not with them when Jesus came.  And the result of missing Christ’s presence, the result of missing Jesus is always the same.  Unbelief.  Fear.  Angst instead of peace.

But you, with your fear, your angst, your sin, come to the place where Jesus comes.  Easter changes that.  Faith longs to be fed with God’s Word.  Hungry for Jesus, for peace, for forgiveness?    Open your mouth wide, says our Lord and I will fill it. 
These words, this food, this Easter stuff changes your life, your conversation.  This is what our 2nd reading is proclaiming.  For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world.  And this is the victory that has overcome the world – our faith.  You are different than you were before.  You do not belong to your fleshly desires.  You do not belong to jealousy and gossip and anger and worry.  That is the world.  You belong to God, born of Him in Baptism.  Your are His.  He has you, that is His victory.  But you’re in for a battle for awhile.

And so, Easter changes how we fight, what we come here to say and to hear.  You do not come here to say, “I’ve been pretty decent this week.  I should try a little harder, I suppose.  But all in all, ehh, not bad.  At least I didn’t do that…like they did, or like I used to do.”  No, no, no.  That is pride.  Pride will lost the battle because pride depends upon self.  Pride needs to die.  And here is how it dies.  You come to confess sins.  And you come to hear these words,  these Easter changes everything words, “As a called and ordained servant of the Word, I therefore forgive you all of your sins, in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”

Who is he to forgive sins?  Who is he to stand between me and God?  Where’s that in the Bible, you pastor?  Easter changes everything and the Easter answers, Jesus answers the last question first. Where does it say in the Bible that the pastor forgives sins? Answer: the gospel text appointed for today, John 20. Jesus comes into the midst of His twelve, and “he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.’ 22 And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.’” [John 20:20-23]
With this breathing and speaking the Lord Jesus sets His church in the world to forgive the sins of those who confess their sins and withhold sins of those who do not repent.  This is how pride is killed.  This is how your life is changed.  Repentance and Jesus’ forgiveness.

But the question still remains, “Why do we need a man to say it?  Doesn’t forgiveness come directly from God?” Easter answer: yes, forgiveness comes from God, but we have to ask how He delivers it.

Imagine, if you will, yourself in prison.  You’re guilty of some terrible list of crimes, and deserve punishment and death.  The judge however, declares you innocent, because someone took the wrath for you, the Judge’s own son.  You are innocent, you are free.

One problem, a big problem.  No one told you. You’re still in jail.  So the judge sends the bailiff to the jail, and the bailiff says, “I release you. You are free to go” as he turns the key and unlocks the door.  Whose word is this?  The judge’s word, God’s word, spoken through the bailiff.  God’s word spoken through the pastor, as well as to the pastor.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them.  “I forgive you…”  How should you hear these words?  As they are in truth.  The present Christ speaking these words to you through the one you called and through the one the Lord placed here to serve you.

Finally, we should note that what we do publicly here in the divine service, we also do privately.  Private confession and absolution it is called, and this is because we fight against a tricky devil.  When we hear the absolution the devil often tempts us, saying, “Well that forgiveness is good for everyone else, but not for you. If your pastor knew what you did, he would never forgive your sins.”  So you come, specifically, and say, “Pastor, can this too be forgiven?”  This powerful weapon in the battle answers,  “Yes, dear saint.  Jesus died for that and tells me to announce that.  I forgive you.  Peace.”  Life changing words from Jesus because Easter changes everything.

Easter Sunday

Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.  This proclamation, this truth, cannot be unpacked in mere words.  It is an expression of pure joy, pure freedom, pure love for you.  The Jesus who died for you, lives for you to be present with you now.  And you proclaim to the living, present Christ right here, right now, Alleluia.  Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

Darkness is overcome with light. Wrath with peace. Fear with hope. Anxiety with rest. Sadness with joy. Hatred with love. Sin with righteousness. And death with life. Our Lord was ripped His life out of death’s grips.  He has taken His life back.  Easter changes everything, redefines everything, determines everything because – Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

All of God’s anger is spent on Jesus.  You stared at your sins on Good Friday.  You wept for them, because they were the cause of His passion. Because of His death, there is now no more for you: No more wrath, no more destruction, no more threats, no more punishments, no more condemnation. All of that is spent on Jesus. All of it, gone. It is finished.  Easter changes everything. Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

Your sins were all paid for.  And Jesus’ resurrection is proof, 100% proof that God accepted the payment.  There was no panic in heaven, but there was definite panic for Mary, and Salome, and the disciples.  But the Father accepted the payment of the innocent death of His Son.  He said, “Yes, that is enough for Christopher.”  He said to Jesus about you, “Yes, that is enough for her, for him.”

It’s as if we were waiting for our credit to be checked.  Are we approved?  And the answer comes back, “Yes.  Your credit is perfect.  You get the house.  You get the car.  It’s actually already paid for.  You don’t even have to get a loan.”  But instead, you get heaven.  You get gifts here.  You get forgiveness.  You get peace.  And you might sit back and wonder, “there is no way my credit is perfect.”  But instead, dear saint, faith simply responds Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

You never fully exhaust the meaning of this.  It’s as if we are children just learning to speak.  We have so much to say.  We have so much to proclaim about Jesus’ love and forgiveness and our peace and our joy and our comfort.  We have so much to say to others who do not have such peace and joy.  We have so much to say to our soul when it is downcast, to our conscience when it is burdened by sin, to our heart when it is filled with sadness and anxiety.  We cannot fully express what it means to be more important enough in Jesus’ eyes to do this for me.  We cannot say half the words we want to say, or a quarter of words.  So it all just comes out in a jumbled, babbly, hard to fully understand Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

And it would be right.  It’s the only thing the we can say.  If a picture is worth 1,000 words, then this word, Alleluia, is worth 1,000,000 words.

This word gives you certainty as you sit in your uncertainty.  It’s a certainty that is dependent upon God and not upon you and how you feel.  What is more sure than the grave?  What is more sure than your sins?  What is more sure than burdens that weigh you down?  What is more sure sickness and disability?  Jesus is more sure.  Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.  Jesus says that to you through this word today.  This word that Jesus proclaims draws you out of your fears that God has quit on the world, that God has quit on you.  He has not.  This word that Jesus proclaims today releases our slavery to sin and death.  This word proclaims that what you experience will not always be the same old story or that this world is just a big old cemetery and valley of tears.  Before sin can destroy you, before death can have the final word, before Satan can tenderize your conscience so much that it hurts to live – before these can destroy you, they have to destroy Him first and that will never, never happen.  They had their fight.  They did their best and Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

He is risen to give gifts here.  They are gifts that you need every day of your life.  Faith feeds on these gifts and without them, without Jesus speaking through His Word, your faith will die.  Without Jesus forgiving your sins here, you will instead hear that your sins are not forgiven on the Last Day.  The alleluia proclamation is meant for ears to gladly hear Him and His message.  If you come with fear, if you come with death, if you come with sin and have no peace and no rest in this weary world, then this word is for you today, every Sunday, everyday to be received from my mouth to your years the greatest comfort that you can hear.  Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

One Jesus is worth more than 1,000 deaths.  One Jesus is worth more than 1,000 events in your life that cause you to fear.  One Jesus is worth more than 1,000 sins of anxiety and worry and lust and anger.  That one Jesus comes here for you.  He does not come with dollars or cents or material blessings.  But He comes with the one thing needful.  He comes with the one word you need to hear.  Forgiven.  Free.  Peace for Alleluia. Christ is risen.  He is risen, indeed.  Alleluia.

Easter Vigil

Jesus lives!  You are not in your sins.  The One who died for them proclaims that today.  Jesus lives.  Death is not the end for you and all in Christ.  The One who died has defeated death in that dying.  Jesus lives.  God has not given up on you, or this world.  God so loved the world, in fact, to proclaim this truth for them and for you.  Jesus lives.  You do not have to wonder what your sins deserve.  Look to Jesus.  He has your sins and you deserve death and condemnation.  But you also do not have to wonder if God accepted the payment for your sins and for your peace.  Jesus lives.

 

Tonight belongs to God.  Jesus lives.  Tonight belongs the victory.  Jesus lives.  Tonight we proclaim that victory in Kannapolis, NC, Jesus lives, and we are not alone.  We join with the whole Christian Church on earth to proclaim this truth – saints past, saints present, saints living from the rising of the sun to its setting.

 

Tonight, God is present to join us with His saints that we heard in His living Word.  These are more than historical stories.  These are more than men and women who once roamed this earth and are long dead and gone.  We join them in the proclamation that they are not dead, for God is not the God of the dead, but of the living.  We join them in placing our hope in this great, wonderful, life-giving, hope-giving truth.  Jesus lives.

 

We join Adam, whose first sin brought death into the world, to proclaim that Christ has defeated death by dying, the Creator redeems His creation.  We join Noah and his family, who in the midst of the death and decay that the flood caused were given life and safety in the ark.  Here, in the midst in the midst of your death, your decay, your sin, you are given the free gifts of life and salvation in the ark of this Church.  We join with Peter who proclaims that baptism, which corresponds exactly to this flood, now saves you!  We join and say with Amir, “Jesus lives.”

 

Now, the accusations against you have all been silenced. You are clean. You are free. You are innocent in heaven. Your sins are all forgiven and forgotten. They were no match for the love of God that is in Christ Jesus. It was Jesus and His Father´s will to save you from the beginning, and now it is finished. Death is done. It has met its end. Jesus lives.

 

He lives to feed you with His living body.  He lives to give you life with His living blood.  He lives to be present with you.  He lives to breathe into you this very proclamation, this very wonderful truth that Jesus lives!  And because He does, indeed, you will live forever.

 

Tonight, the royal banners are let loose to proclaim that Jesus lives.  Tonight Christ’s blood is proclaimed to be the victor.  Tonight God shouts into the abyss, “O death, where is thy sting?  O grave, where is Thy victory?” And in deathly silence there comes no echo of response.  Tonight, the tables are turned on hell.  Tonight the enemies of Jesus who paraded their weapons in front of them, turn them over and confess Jesus as Lord to the glory of the same God and Father whom they had cursed.  Tonight, you are assured once again that you have a trump card against sin and death and hell.  Tonight, you answer with all boldness, “Do you renounce the devil?” “Yes we do!”  Tonight belongs to God.  Jesus lives.

In His Name, who is one with the Father and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

 

 

Good Friday

When Jesus had received the sour wine, he said, “It is finished,” and he bowed His head and gave up His Spirit. 
If it is finished, Jesus, then I suppose there is only one question to be asked.  What had begun?

It is finished.  Tetelesthai.  One Word spoken in Greek by Jesus on the cross, three words we use to say it in English.  It is finished.  It is completed, it is fulfilled, it is accomplished, it is perfect, it is done!

“It is finished” seem to be strange words coming out of the mouth of a hanging, suffering, bleeding, dying Jesus.  They seem more appropriate for an artist when their masterpiece is done or when or when you clock out of your job before a long vacation or to begin retirement or after a party that had months in the planning.  It is finished.

“It has begun,” are words that can come out of the mouth of artist with the first stroke of the brush, or the first day on the job or the first preparation of a party.  “It has begun,” can be a daunting words for a task when you see how far you must go, how much sweat you’ll have to give, how much you’ll have to sacrifice for those relieving words to come out in the end, “It is finished.”

So the perfect artist, after six days of creating and declaring “good” finished his creation.  “And there was evening and morning the sixth day.  Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them.”   It is finished, it is very good, declared the Lord.  A masterpiece it was!

But then, rebelling against God’s good gifts to Him, Satan tempted.  Then Adam and Eve fell and with the fall came death and all cause of disease and sorrow and loneliness and heartbreak.  Then God said, “It has begun.”  Because of the sin that affects you.  Because of that guilt that seizes you.  Because of the death of loved ones that has humbled you and the death that will humble you and I, God declared a war on sin and death and Satan and said, “It has begun.”

What contemplating took place within the Holy Trinity is not revealed to us in Scripture.  But there is no doubt that God knew of the cost as those words preached to Satan rang through the ears of Adam and Eve, “I will put enmity between you, Satan, and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.”  With these words, God proclaims to Adam and Eve, to Satan, to all humanity, “It has begun.”  How daunting that can be!

With these words the cost of suffering and abandonment and whip and cross and nails and darkness and wrath and hell were counted.  The cost was deemed acceptable to God as He saw what the cost was for – for you, for me, for the world.  It had begun.

The battle waged on through Cain and Abel, Noah, Abraham, Israel, Joseph, and Moses and Aaron and the children of Israel, and the judges, and the kings, and the prophets.  The battle waged on through the birth in Bethlehem, through the Baptism and temptation, through three and a half years of public preaching, through twenty hours of torture, six hours of hanging and gasping and suffering, three hours of utter darkness, of being beaten by heaven and hell and everyone in between.  It had begun, indeed.  And now, “It is finished.”

There on the cross a suffering Jesus breathes His last breath.  There on the cross, bloody and gasping, God declares to you and I today “It is finished.”  It is His masterpiece of your salvation, completed, perfect, redemption for you.

He conquers in His being conquered. He destroys and crushes the devil in His own being destroyed and crushed. He defeats death by dying. He stood between you and death, between you and the devil, between you and hell, between you and the wrath of God that you deserved, between you and darkness and weeping and gnashing of teeth and the worm that does not die and the fire that is not quenched.  There is nothing more to be done for your salvation. Not by Him, nor by you.  What He finished He now gives for you to receive.  To be baptized and buried in He who suffered, died and was buried.  To take and eat the body given for you.  It had begun now, now that it is finished, you have Jesus and Jesus has you.

And in this way there is nothing to be ashamed of in the suffering and death of our Lord Jesus on the cross. His wounds are His jewels, they are beautiful in the eyes of His saints. They are what make this Friday good.  It had begun.  It is finished.  Amen.

Sermon For Palm Sunday
Were You There?  No & Yes.
There’s a familiar song that I know many love that asks the question regarding Jesus’ crucifixion and mocking and piercing: “Were you there?”  Now, I want you to answer this honestly, and the honest answer, the historically honest answer to the question that the hymn asks is, “no.  I was not there, I wasn’t even born.”  So you have this gap between Jesus’ saving death on the cross of Calvary and you.  So the question is asked, how does Jesus’ death and benefits He won 2,000 years ago get to me?  The answer: this is why you are here.  This is why the Church exists.  So that Jesus can baptize you into that saving death, so that Jesus can dole out His body and blood which was shed 2,000 years because it’s still flowing today, forgiving you today.

“Were you there?”, and I think this gets to the very heart of hymn, the answer is, “Yes.”  Because Jesus, through the Word of God, speaks to you today, and you rightly see yourself there.  You rightly see yourself in the characters that were historically there.

You see yourself in Jesus.  After all, you are His body.  You are united with Him into His death.  He goes to the cross.  So do you – you carry your crosses, your burdens you bear for others, your burdens you bear in yourself, your sufferings, your sorrows.  You see yourself in Jesus.  You suffer injustice, false accusations, gossip, and slander.  Have you been sinned against?  Have you been betrayed by one close to you?  Do you feel victimized at times?  Have you been hurt?  Are you dying?  You see yourself in Jesus.  His hour is drawing near and so is yours.  There is no escaping that.

But there is more.  That does not get to the heart of where you see yourself, I don’t think.  Your sins, my sins, have done this to Jesus.  You are not only a victim.  You are also a criminal.  You are the cause of His sorrow, of His suffering.  The soldiers, they executed it, they were the cause as well.  Their sins did this.  Not their hands, not their whips, not their spit – no, He could have stopped that with ease at any moment.  No, it was their sins that did this.  Your sins.  You crucify Him. You are the guilty one, the Barabbas who has been set free while an innocent man suffers.

All the dark secrets of our hearts are exposed this week. We are there in Judas’ betrayal as our greed and worry of our future are exposed.  We are in Peter’s denial, as we so often choose to follow our fleshly desires and concern for what others might do to us or think of us rather than confess our Lord and His truth.  We are in the cowardice of Pilate.  Our hatred to our brother in our heart comes out in the cruelty of the Roman soldiers.

Were you there?  Yes!  These are me!  But do not avert your gaze for shame.  Instead, meditate upon it, stare at it, recognize it, repent and rejoice.  For the Son of Man was lifted up to draw you to Himself.  It is your salvation.  It is for your peace.  It is for your confidence that God’s wrath does not fall upon you, but instead you receive His grace and His love.

If there is one emotion I wish for you to fight this week, it is sadness for Jesus.  Do not be sad for Jesus.  He lives.  He is victorious.  He has you.  Do mourn, do be sad for your sins.  And come receive this whole week Jesus’ gifts for your pardon and peace.  Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!  Shout aloud, O daughter or Jerusalem!  Behold your King is coming to you; righteous and having salvation.
With this, with today, we embark upon our holiest observance, our holiest week.  The most important week of the church year.  May it be unto us a call to repentance and to life, a blessing, a bestowal of God’s Grace, a godly remembrance and proclamation of how just much He has and does love us.   For He came for you.  He suffered for you.  And He lives to come for you, to give to you righteousness and salvation.  Were you there?   Related, maybe a good question to ask is this: Is He here?  The answer to that is a resounding, “Yes!”

 

Fifth Sunday in Lent

Of God

Which one of you convicts me of sin?  If I tell you the truth, why do you not believe me?
Dear saints, you have the truth on your side!  Do you know how powerful of a weapon this truly is?  In  your conversations with your friends about morals, about that which is good and that which is bad, you, when you are grounding good and bad in the 10 commandments (so you better know them!), you are right.  Maybe you don’t argue it as well as they do.  Maybe your conversation is tainted with anger and pride.  But, you are right.  You have the Truth on your side.  In your conversations about sin and judgment and heaven and hell and the importance of receiving Christ’s gifts here at church, you have the truth on your side. You are right.  Even when you do not act upon the truth you know – when you give into your fleshly desires, when you are not generous, when you want something that is not yours and you repent of such things because you know that “this is not of God, I should not do this and neither should you,” even then, you are right.  That is the truth.

But that does not guarantee positive reception.  That does not guarantee faith.  In fact, Scripture promises the exact opposite.  Our very flesh is tempted to believe the lies rather than the truth and we have the Spirit warring against the flesh.  Those who unbelievers don’t even have this war.  They would in fact, 100% of the time, rather believe the lie rather than the truth.  It has always been this way – since Adam and Eve chose, and those in unbelief don’t even have a choice – chose to believe Satan’s lies over God’s truth.

Which one of you convicts me of sin?  If I tell you the truth, why do you not believe me?  You have the truth on your side.  As Jesus goes on – and this is for your joy – this is for your soul when it is cast down and in turmoil – Whoever is of God hears the words of God.    
You, who have the truth on your side, are of God.  You are baptized into the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.  That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.  You are of God, born by water and the Word, nourished by your Heavenly Father in love with His Word, and fed with His very body and blood.  You are of God because you have Jesus in you.  And you know this because of that which has happened outside of you – Jesus’ death on the cross to make you His and His gifts which are outside of you which deliver the cross’ benefits.

Whoever is of God hears the words of God.  So, if you are of God, then it might be helpful to know what this means.  We can only scratch the surface, but we’ll get to a few today.

First, to be of God, as we heard last week, means that you will be tested.  Abraham, our great father of faith, is experiencing just this in our Old Testament reading.  This begins, After these things God tested Abraham.

The faith that delivered righteousness to Abraham wasn’t easy. He was an old man, and old men know how life disappoints, how dreams fizzle, how promises are broken, how violence permeates, how greed and lust corrupt, how ignorance and stupidity dominate, and how the best days are already gone. Abraham knew about death. All old men do. And as all old men he knew about regret.  And his one glimmer of hope, his seemingly one piece of evidence that the Lord is faithful to His promises, his son Isaac, the Lord asks him to take him up a mountain, strap him down, slit his throat, and then burn him.

After these things God tested Abraham.  Now that is a test.  And perhaps this should humble us as we examine our tests in life.  If there was ever a time when Abraham should have been entirely convinced by reason, by experience, by the seemingly evil that God was doing; if there was ever a time when Abraham should have been convinced that he was not of God, now would be that time.

But by grace, Abraham believed. He knew that God was good, that God was merciful, that God would provide. So he suffered through this and submitted to the will of God. I bet he prayed Job’s famous line: “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Blessed be the Name of the Lord.”  To be sure, he mumbled to himself, spoke to his son, and cried to the heavens the line that is mentioned twice in the reading that we should repeat in times of testing, when reason and experience convince us that we are not of God, The Lord will provide the Lamb.
Because the Lord provided Jesus for your eternal body and soul, for your peace with Him, for your confidence in Him as He is speaking to you right now, you are of God.

And because of this truth, you know with certainty that Jesus words apply to you.  This is the second truth of being “of God” to hear these words as applied to you –  Truly, truly, I say to you, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death.  That, those who treasure His words.  Those who receive His words here.  Those who read His words and count them as the most precious words in all the earth, he will never see death.  He may grow old and die, but he won’t see death.  He may contract a disease that will slowly take away his life, but he won’t see death.  He may be killed without warning, suddenly by accident, but he won’t see death – that is the fear of judgment and fear of condemnation, but death will bring him eternal peace.  And if the Lord provides the Lamb for sacrifice, how much more will He provide for daily needs of the body!

The final truth, related to the first two is that the Lord provides Jesus for you still, here because Jesus is always in the present tense.  Notice who Jesus calls Himself.  He calls Himself the same name that He revealed Himself to be to Moses at the burning bush.  I AM.  And this is comforting.  Before Abraham was; before the tides waxed and waned or the continents were set into place; before any sound was heard or light was seen; before AIDS and drugs and gangs and kidnappings; before racism and pedophilia; before armies, tanks, and cruise missiles; before divorce and single moms and children without a home; before prescription medicine that numbs us to be without senses; before heartbreak, loneliness, and depression; before anything; before everything: Jesus is. Not Jesus was. But Jesus is. I AM, Jesus says.  That is the truth.  He is the Truth.  And He is with you here and He will take you to be with Him forever.  Never forget that in the present, never forget that you are of God.   When you confess that, you are confessing the truth.  You are right. Amen.

Third Sunday in Lent

Jesus’ Response to Tragedy and Suffering: Repent

In studying this text, one predominate thought that exuded was the phrase, “How appropriate for this time!”  This text from Luke speaks of tragedies and unexplained murder and suffering from families and communities that follow and questions that follow after such tragedies.  Here we are, still trying to wrap our minds around this mass murder that happened at Sandy Hook Elementary.  And afterwards, more shootings have happened.  Here we are, as a country, still recovering from Super storm Sandy.

Our text addresses this tragedy first: these Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.  What this means is that there were these people from Galilee, you can insert another small town here (Denver), and they were in the temple, they were at church, offering animal sacrifices to God just as the Old Testament commanded.  And as these sacrifices were being offered, and the blood was trickling down, the government soldiers, Pilates soldiers come in and slaughter.  It’s an awful picture that the text gives us.  Whose blood Pilate mingled with their sacrifices…their own blood was trickling down right along with their sacrifices.  Here we are as a church body, mourning the death of so many children in the womb from abortion in a country where it is legal and at times even promoted.

Here we are today…And then, we can remove the “we” and make it a “you.”  Here you are with your sufferings and tragedies and deaths and sicknesses.  There are financial worries that can weigh down this entire room.  There are worries about the future for our children and our grandchildren and well, me, pastor.  “I’m worried about me, too.”

And we get this text that addresses suffering and tragedies and so the reaction for this is, “How appropriate for this time!”  But, dear saints, do you see that this is appropriate for this time because it is appropriate for all times.  Think of a year ago, or 10 years ago, or 50 years ago and I think a pastor could begin a sermon by saying, “How appropriate for this time.”  Because the reality of this fallen world is that we are never far removed from tragedy.

And Jesus’ answer to them and to us is two-fold.  1.)  He proclaims what suffering and tragedy doesn’t necessarily indicate.  It doesn’t necessarily mean that you are being punished because of personal sin.  Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this way?  No, I tell you.  Now there can be connections.  Our Lord often punishes sin with sin.  People are handed over what they always thought they wanted.  Sinful acts can indeed lead to tragedy and even a sudden death – but there is not a one to one correlation.  We can’t be the ones to judge.  It’s interesting that the Pharisees were quick to judge the sinfulness of the people and today it’s probably more common to judge God.  “Why did you allow this to happen?  Why are you allowing this to happen to me?”

And to this question, this “why?” question Jesus gives His second part of the answer.  But it doesn’t answer the “why”, it answers a “what.”  What response should we have in the face of tragedy?  Repent, He says twice to get his point across.

O, what an unfulfilling answer for us.  I want to know the “why.”  And so, this answer seems incomplete.  Save for the fact that the One giving the answer knows all things, confesses that all things happen for the good of those who love Him, has even the hairs on your head counted, shed his blood for you, is present here and now with these words for you comfort and peace.  Because those are true, not matter how we feel, I can promise you that this answer, “Repent in the face of suffering and tragedy”, is not unfulfilling, or complete, but perfect and filling for your peace and comfort in the midst of affliction.

So, how?

Well, because first, it is a recognition that we deserve nothing, that we literally earn nothing either here or in the life to come, but that everything is a gift. We think that it’s because we are good parents that our children turn out okay, or because we work that we get paid or a promotion, or because we’re health conscious, nothing bad happens to our body.  Now there is a connection, our Lord works through these things.  If you come unprepared for a test, you’re going to fail.  But, the result, what is received is a gift.  It is not deserved.  Good children.  A job, a spouse, a house, friends, food, health, a good mind are gifts from God.

And the second reason that this answer is complete, “repent in the face of suffering and tragedy,” is that He is preaching to us right now that you have somewhere, someone to turn to in the midst of suffering.  This word, “repent,” literally means to turn.  So Jesus is telling us that in the midst of our sin, our suffering, our questions, our worries, our death that we have Him to turn to for life, for peace, for comfort.  Jesus is preaching to us, not as One absent, so you have to go find him somewhere, but as One present.  The living, present Jesus is here with His words, with His healing.

We don’t have to ask, “who’s the worst sinner?” because the answer from heaven resounds that Jesus was.  He was made to be sin for you. He was covered with your sin, your worries, your questions and was cut down as an unfruitful tree for that.  And what you get is His righteousness, His life, His perfection.  He’s risen to give that to you in your Baptism.  You still have it.

And so, when your life is full of suffering and tragedy, when you feel like that fig tree that Jesus is speaking about in the parable.  You’re being cut all over the place, your very roots are being speared as a shovel digs around you, you have a big pile of manure laid on you.  When you feel like that.  Know that our Lord is meaning this for your strength.  To strengthen your faith in Him.  That He is good.  That your sins are remembered no more.  That His blood cleanses you.  And that He is present here to proclaim that, especially in the midst of suffering, He will never leave you nor forsake you.  And that peace is appropriate for this time and always.

Second Sunday in Lent

Under His Protective Wings
When Jeremiah had finished speaking all that the Lord had commanded him to speak to all the people, then the priests and the prophets and all the people laid hold of him, saying, “You shall die.”
What a sermon this Jeremiah must have preached!  Nobody dozed off today.  He’s got their attention.  Thus says the LORD: Repent!  Turn from your evil way. Walk in my Law.”
The post-sermon conversation went like this: What do you think of this guy?  “I think he’s pretty judgmental – not very loving to tell someone that they’re wrong, that they’re hurting themselves with their sinful actions.  Just live and let live preacher man.  You have your own sin, too, ya know.  Quit judging and let me live my life!  I don’t like hearing this, Jeremiah. You shall die.”

Kill the preacher.  We may stand at a distance of time and in a different culture, but this should give us pause.  Why so ready to kill?  Why do they hate what they hear?  Because they’re living in chaotic, uncertain times, and things are falling apart.  They can sense their communities fall and their own fall with it.  God says, “Yah, that’s your fault.  I’m giving you what you wanted.  You followed your desires.  It felt right, so you did it or you said it.  And you put your trust and hope for your future in this thing, and that thing, and this person, and not in Me.  Repent, these are damaging you.  That damage is evident now in your life.  It’s about ready to get worse!”

They don’t want to hear it.  Who likes to hear their secret or not so secret sins exposed?  Who likes to hear that what they’re trusting in is false, and will hurt them?  It’s shameful.  It damages the pride.  Embarrassing.  Kill the preacher.  I don’t like to hear this.

But they will hear it, because the Lord loves them.  Jeremiah is speaking God’s Word.  It must kill you, expose your sin, bring you to nothing so that He can raise you up with His life, His healing.

If when you hear His Law, His exposing of your sins, you say, “Yes, Lord.  That is me.”  Good.  That’s His point.  Then the Lord gathers you under His protection.  Covers you with the blood that was shed for you.  Say’s, “Do not worry.”  Says, “You, you are forgiven.”

Listen to the words of Jeremiah.  Now therefore mend your ways and your deeds, and obey the voice of the Lord your God, and the Lord will relent.”  That is, He won’t punish their sins.  Our Lord does not desire the death of a sinner, but that all should repent and receive what Jesus won for them.  Jesus says the same: How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not.
But you, dear saint, would.  You say, “Yes, that’s me.  I am full of lust and anger and gossip.  Look at what I’ve done to the people around me.  Look at what I haven’t done for them when I could have.  I admit that I worship my fleshly desires over You.  I admit that I worry and am anxious and don’t trust Your promise of care.  My god can be my belly.  My desires within, my urges within, I often feed.  But that is a sin.  Those desires are only headed for destruction.  You want to gather me under your wings?  You want to protect me?  You want to help me do better?  You want to cover me with Your glorious and perfect body?  You want to promise me that my citizenship is in heaven?  You want to come here in this place, to feed me, to bless me with Your name.  Then, yes.  I will.  Thank you.”  This confession is a gift of God, lest you should boast that it comes from you.

How often would I have gathered your children together as  a hen gather her brood under her wings.  What care!  What love He has for you.  What a refuge you have in your battle against your sin.  What promise you have that He will bear you up on eagle’s wings even as you suffer in lowly depression and sadness and loneliness.

That is love.  For you to hear that here, for you to receive that here, for you to bury your face in Jesus’ blood and righteousness as you receive His body and blood is the most important aspect of your life.  Because this is love for you and for the whole world.  For your family and friends, this is love.  And love can be rejected.

The history of God’s Word is a history full of rejection.  Kill the prophets who are sent to proclaim repentance of sins that only end in destruction.  Kill the prophets who are sent to proclaim the true love of God who does want to be with you, who does want to forgive you.  God grant us all strength under His protection to speak this truth in love to those whom He has placed in our lives.  Maybe they will be angry.  Maybe they will spit in our face.  Maybe our words will be rejected.

We should not be surprised.  The history of God’s Word is history full of rejection.  The Gospel of John says of Jesus, “He came to His own, and His own did not received Him.”  O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!  How often would I have gathered our children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not! 
So many are unthankful!  God grant us repentance for our thanklessness of His Word.  So many refuse to mend their ways.  God grant us repentance when we say, I know what you want, how you say I should live, but I know better.”

You have hope.  You have love.  God is not angry at you.  But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body to be like His glorious body, by the power that enables him even to subject all things to Himself.  He’s the One in charge and that is freedom.  That is protection.  Amen.

First Sunday in Lent
Jesus and Satan – An Uneven Match
Dear Saints,

You are baptized into Christ.  Scripture also calls His Church the body of Christ.  While there is much comfort in these two truths, there is also a warning of sorts.  You can look at the 4 Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – and in that you can see what happens to Jesus between His birth and His death.  What happens to Jesus is a picture of what might and what will happen to you.  Again, there is great comfort in this, and there is also a warning.

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness for forty days, being tempted by the devil.
Who is temptation for?  Who is Satan against?  And know the power of your enemy and what his desire is for you.  When you pray the Lord’s Prayer, the final petition, the final thing you ask for is this: “But deliver us from evil.”  This sums up the entire prayer.  What Satan wants is for every single petition in the Lord’s Prayer to be thwarted.  He wishes to destroy God’s holy Name by attacking your holiness and your holy lives.  He doesn’t want the kingdom to come.  He wants the church destroyed, and shrink, and your peace taken away.  He wants the good and gracious will of God hindered in all aspects.  He doesn’t want you to have what you need for your body, your daily bread: rest, food, family, friends – and on down the line through the prayer.

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness for forty days, being tempted by the devil.
Who is temptation for?  Who is Satan against?  Jesus returns from the Jordan where He was baptized.  Temptation is for, Satan is against, the baptized (those who have been given the Holy Spirit, the Christians).  Think of it in terms of a kidnapping.  When you were born, you born wrapped with cords, held hostage in Satan’s kingdom.  When you were baptized Jesus broke in and bound Satan, unbound you and brought you to Himself in faith.  You no longer belonged to Satan.  You belong to God.  The Devil has no interest in fighting for those who are still in his kingdom.  This world that is full of unbelievers.  Everything that he does, every evil that he accomplishes is hell bent on bringing you back to himself.  To despair.  To doubt.  To fear.  To repeatedly sin without remorse, without wanting to try harder.

This is brought out in Satan’s first temptation of Jesus.  [For forty days, Jesus ate nothing].  And when they were ended, he was hungry.  The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread.”
Satan’s temptations center around your faith in Jesus.  Satan’s temptations with your body and it’s sin, with your mouth and it’s sin, and with your life full of fear is centered around this one little word “if.”  If you do not belong to Jesus, and instead belong to your passions – then simply follow them.  If you do not belong to Jesus, and thus don’t know that He cares for you so much that even your hairs on your pinky finger are counted — then fear this world and your future.  If you do not belong to Jesus and thus your sins are still on you — then be scared of God and His Word and His Church.

But dear saint, all of Satan’s power is in falsehood.  But, boy, is he good at them.   Do call him what he is – liar – when he calls God the same.  When Satan says, “think only of yourself.  No one will care for you if you don’t care for yourself first.  Love your money, love your sex, love your freedom from others.”  Liar.  When Satan says, “God must not care for you because of what He is allowing this to happen to your family, your money, your health.”  Liar.  When Satan says, “Your sins should keep you away from God, from church, from prayer.” Liar.  The very Son of God bore those sins and was judged for them already.  Say to him, “Jesus let you lead him up to the pinnacle of the temple just as He let you nail Him to the cross.  He let you, because my sins were nailed there, too.  And they stay there. You are right – my sins are many – but they aren’t on me.  Take that up with God. ”

Because Jesus released you in Baptism, Satan wants to bind you back – wrap his cords around your body and soul.  Satan binds you with his lies; Jesus releases you with His truth, His Word, His Bible.  Satan binds you with your sins; Jesus releases you with His death that won your forgiveness and delivered here in this Church.  Satan binds you with despair; Jesus releases you with the promise of care, and love, and provision.  Satan wants you to look around in this world and see that he is active, not dead, and won’t ever be defeated.  Jesus releases you and proclaims, “Liar”

This Jesus is here because you are here.  He hungers because you hunger.  He is tempted because you are tempted.  He dies because you die.  Suffering is not far from Him.  But he isn’t just here to say, “Boy this is bad, isn’t it?”  He is here to get you out of here.  Taking you with Him.  Feeding your starving belly, whether it is full of breakfast right now or not, your spiritually starving belly’s with His food, His body, His blood.  Forgiven.  Nourished.  With Jesus now until we get out to see Jesus face to face.

 

Ash Wednesday
This year, during the Lenten Midweek services, we’re going to focusing on Jesus and prayer.  The season of Epiphany, which we just went through (the time after Christmas until today), was bookended by two important events in Jesus’ life – the Baptism of our Lord and the Transfiguration of our Lord.  During these events, Jesus is found to be praying.  The question was asked several weeks ago, “Why?”  and the answer was, “for you.”

Along with these events, Jesus is found to be praying many other times.  Throughout the Lenten Season we’ll be looking at two major questions regarding Jesus and prayer – 1.) What does He pray?, 2.) When does He pray?  Today, we focus on the first one – what does He pray?

Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me.  Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.
Jesus is bold in His prayer.  So should you.  Remove this cup of suffering.  Prayer requests something and it can be bold.  The suffering that Jesus is about to experience has been the will of the Father since the fall of Adam and Eve and thus all humanity.  The Father sends, and Jesus willingly submits to be born in order to do just this.  The whole purpose of Jesus’ ministry is at stake in this request.  Jesus is bold in His prayer, and so should you.

Be bold.  Pray to the Lord that He would cure your cancer or any debilitating illness.  Pray that the Lord that He would remove your temptation to lust or to gossip.  Pray to the Lord that He would provide a spouse for you or for your children.  Pray that our country as a whole repent for its sin of greed and lust and selfishness.  Be bold, even if you think it’s silly.  If you want your team to win the Super Bowl – if you want school to be cancelled because of snow (if you want your bus system to improve) – if you want your contestant on American Idol to win – pray.  Repent of thinking anything is too silly for the Lord to hear your prayer.

One of the reasons we have a prayer of the day that has been prayed for a thousand plus years is the boldness of such prayers.  Remove sin – hold us upright – keep us in Jesus and away from despair.  Be bold in your prayer.  Pray in your desperation when you realize you have nothing to offer God (that’s true all the time.)  Pray in your tears.  Pray when all you can do is scream and pray when all you can do it mumble.  Pray when time is urgent and when all you can do is stare into the nothingness that seems to this world and sometimes your life.  Pray boldly.

Learn from Jesus, also, not only to be bold in your request, but bold in your faith that God is the Giver of gifts and more wise than you are.  Prayer can change the will of God – yes.  Prayer also is commending your request to God, thus His will is the most important and the most comforting.  Father, if you are willing….Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.
His will is for Jesus to drink the cup – the cup of sin – and that is meant in the broadest sense possible.  Sin is the cause of death – the cause of blame – the cause of illness – the cause of broken relationship – the cause of doubt and despair and fear.  That is the cup that Jesus drinks, and He is to drink it to the very bottom.

That is His cup – so that your cup can be filled, overflowing, with forgiveness.  Take drink, this is my blood, shed for you for the forgiveness of all your sins.

Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return.  Yes.  Remember also that the Lord will take you to be with Him forever from that dust because of the cup He drank and the cup that He gives to you in this very place.  Amen.

Transfiguration of Our Lord
Listen to Him.  He will take you with Him to Glory.
The Transfiguration of Our Lord
The transfiguration is one of the most important events in Jesus’ life.  The name simply means that Jesus’ figure is something different, something dazzlingly white.  His face, His clothes were hard to look at.  It’s all about who Jesus is in Himself.  When you look at the sun behind some clouds, you can see both the sun and the clouds.  This is what the season of Epiphany is all about.  That is to say, proclaiming to you that in, with and under the clouds, the human nature of Jesus — is the sun, is the Son of God.

Epiphany is showing us that this man is God — showing you both the sun and the clouds.  The transfiguration, the end of the Epiphany season of the church year, is a glimpse of the clouds floating away and all you see is the sun peaking out and even with just this peaking, you can’t see it without being blinded.  You can’t look directly at it.  You can’t fully see or understand His true glory.

But there is a wonderful comfort in this glory of Jesus.  His view of glory, His preaching of His glory is so utterly different than our view of glory.  If I were to show someone your glory – here’s what I would do:  I would put you up on a platform, high above everyone else, so that everyone can see you and how glorious you are.  This is how we picture glory.  The Super Bowl MVP rides around the float in the highest position so that all can see his glory.  The President at the inauguration is in a high platform above everyone else so that all can see his glory.  That’s exactly what I would do if I were to show everyone else how much more glorious you are than them.

But not so with Jesus.  Here’s what He does when He is getting ready to show His glory up on the mountain, up on the platform.  Now about eight days after these sayings [Jesus] took with Him Peter and John and James.  Jesus is not alone in His glory.  Jesus takes with Him Peter and John and James and you.  He has every right as God to make you bow and worship him.  He is your Creator.  And indeed this is true, everyone knee will bow, whether it wants to or not.  Everyone will worship and confess the truth, whether that mouth confessed Jesus with heart and lip and life while still living.  But that is not His glory.

His view of glory is so different than ours.  He does not want to be alone in His glory.  He has company.  Moses and Elijah, Peter and John and James, and you.  He takes you with Him.  That is His view of glory.  To hide Himself, to become man, to suffer, to die with our sins and shame, to raise from the dead and proclaim peace to you, and to come now into your midst with His gifts, His voice, so that you not only call Him God above all things in heaven and earth, but also Brother who shares in our sufferings, so that you can call His Father, “Father,” as dear children of His, so that you are with Him in glory now and forever.

At the top of this mountain, there is also a conversation going on.  And behold, two men were talking with Him [Jesus], Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of His [Jesus’] departure, which he about to accomplish at Jerusalem.  This conversation is centered around Jesus’ exodus, his departure, his death.  That is incredibly comforting and especially enlightening for us that this is the center of the conversation between these three men.

The conversation could have centered on so many things.  It could have centered Moses and his exodus through Egypt, his hard life of wandering in the desert with the Israelites, his life of always being questioned by others for His proclamation of God, and so often questioning himself about the same.  The conversation could have centered on Elijah and his exodus, and the abuses that he received from calling others to repent, and from the disappointment that he received throughout all of his life.  The conversation could have centered on their sufferings and trials and lack of faith – the conversation could have centered on your life which is full of the same.

But it didn’t.  The conversation centered on the one thing that is needed for faith, for us in the midst of trial, for us in the midst of disappointment. The death of Jesus is the center.  It is the center of everything because it is truly the center of world history.  It is the center because it is there we receive the gifts which our Lord gives to us today, His voice, His body and blood, for our peace, for our forgiveness, for our assurance that Jesus alone is enough for us through this life of disappointment.

Our Scripture ends this way:  And when they heard the voice that had spoken, Jesus was found alone.  Or in other words, they saw Jesus only.  That is enough for you.  To hear His voice for you now, “Listen to Him.”  In your sins, in your worries, in your disappointments, the Father leads you to look to Jesus alone, Jesus only, by preaching “listen to him.”  Jesus’ voice is the center of every good conversation for us in this world.  That voice will not fail you, will not forget you, because He has placed His name upon you in Baptism and for that He takes you with Him in glory.  Amen.

Epiphany 4 – “Standing Upright” – Luke 4

 If you’ve read the As We Gather, then this will be the third time you’ve encountered this prayer in the time span of ½ hour, but it’s worth it because it captures so beautifully our lives, our worries, our dangers, and most of all, our support.

“Almighty God, You know that we live in the midst of so many dangers that in our frailty we cannot stand upright.  Grant strength and protection to support us in all dangers and carry us through all temptations;”

You, your world, the people the surround you, your sin, your guilt, your devil who is after you – so many dangers – and you’re so frail (sometimes we get that, sometimes we don’t) – we cannot stand upright.  It’s so refreshingly honest about us and that which we’re in the midst of.  So answer this prayer, dear Lord.  We’re so frail – grant strength to us.  We’re falling over, we cannot stand upright – grant support in all danger.  We’re traveling through, in the midst of so many dangers – carry us, dear Lord, through all temptations.

Perhaps one word might summarize 2 things, 1.) What we’re surrounded by, 2.) Who we are.  That one word is “inadequate.”  Inadequate in a deep, deep sense.  It’s not like we’re trying to run a marathon race, 26 miles, and we can only run 2 miles – that’s certainly inadequate.  But it’s more like we have this marathon to run, and we can’t stand upright, we can’t even get off the ground to start.  And perhaps, more often the we like to admit, when we do get off the ground, we have the 26 miles to go one way, and we’re starting to run the complete opposite way.

Inadequate – frail – endangered.

Jeremiah helps us get to this point here.  The Lord gives him this work to do, this mission, to proclaim God’s wrath, but also His peace and salvation, this monumental work to the nations and his reply is this: “Ah, Lord God!  Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth.”
I’m only a youth.  “I’m only” is a word that describes inadequacy.  Think of what surrounds you.  Think of the mission of Christ, baptizing and teaching all nations, certainly overwhelming.  But then, even more, the mission to those you know.  One person in your life who hates God and what He has allowed to happen.  Or just couldn’t give a rip about truly holy things.  Completely apathetic to Jesus and His love, His forgiveness.  That leads us to say, I’m only, I’m only one person, I’m only a sister, I’m only a spouse, I’m only a friend, I’m only a youth, I’m only too old, I’m only a coworker.

Beyond mission, you think of abuse and broken families, hard marriages and mental illness and poverty and disease.  This world, what we’re surrounded by, who we’re surrounded by, leads us to confess “I’m only…”, leads us to confess our inadequacies.

And if that (that which is outside of us) isn’t enough, then we also confess how inadequate, how frail, how weak in temptations we are within ourselves.  1 Cor. 13 is beautiful in pointing this out.  It’s funny that it’s so often read in weddings because if it’s read correctly, the proper response to your duty in marriage, or even in general, to your duty to your friends and family, is “O, crap!”

How is your patience recently?  How is your kindness to the one who isn’t so kind to you?  How are you doing in not insisting on your own way?  How are you doing in not rejoicing over the faults and wrongdoings of others?  Notice how easy it is to speak of others in a bad way and how little conversation goes into defending and speaking well of others.

If our response is, “yah, I’m only human,” then we inadequately confess God’s wrath and anger at our sin.  We inadequately confess our guilt and how Satan leaches onto our conscience and accuses us while we’re down.  Sin, guilt, demons, sickness, insecurity have broken into this world and seek to oppress you, seek to control your entire being.

Inadequate!

This is why we pray this way, this is why we pray for rescue, “grant strength and protection to support us in all dangers and carry us through all temptations.”  Because these enemies have broken in, our Lord Jesus breaks into this world.  The demons have it right, What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?  Their destruction, their end is his work.  Destroying sin is his work.  Destroying guilty consciences and despairing lives is His work.  Destroying death and disease and poverty and frailty is His work.

Jesus comes with this necessity; this “must” of God.  I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God, He says.  It’s a must because it is God’s will.  And our Lord follows that will, follows that must of necessity through suffering and death where He exorcises the whole world, releases the whole world of Satan’s grip, of sin’s grip, by proclaiming “it is finished.”

What powerful and authoritative words this Jesus has.  You don’t read scripture, you don’t hear preaching so that you can be lectured.  You receive Words of authority here.  Words of action.  Words that relieve and release and provide peace and security.  Word’s that proclaim this: He knows you and your children as he knew Jeremiah, Before I formed you in the womb I knew you.  Word’s that proclaim His love for you is patient, and kind, is not irritable or resentful, his love for you never ends.  Word’s that proclaim that He must before here for you to grant strength and protection to support us in all dangers and carry us through all temptations.  Our prayer is answered – more than adequately.  Amen.

Epiphany 2 – “Giver of Gifts: Appreciated or Not” – John 2:1-12

Jesus’ first miracle sets a precedent of what type of gift giver he will be.  It’s like a first date, or first day on a job.  He’s going to set a precedent.  His gifts will abound.  His gifts will give joy.  Yet, His gifts will be given to those who do not always appreciate them.  Listen again to the response of the master of the feast.

Everyone serves the good wine first, and when people have drunk freely, then the poor wine.  But you have kept the good wine until now.
Jesus gives this gift to the people, and the people have already drunk freely.  That is to say, for some, they would not recognize the quality or of the abundance of wine and most certainly wouldn’t recognize the source of the gift; Jesus himself.  Jesus gives gifts, wonderful gifts, to those He knows won’t appreciate it.

Jesus also gives gifts to those whom He knows will abuse them.  Wine of course is a gift of God.  Let no one ever speak against the health benefits and joy that can come from a glass of wine among friends.  However, as many of you know, alcohol can be abused so harshly that we often wish that it didn’t exist.  With the gifts that God gives comes abuse: anger, underage drinking, overindulgence.  Above, with this gift the possibility of addiction.  This is where the gift – not the Giver – grabs you by the throat and tells you that you need it.  The Giver has the right to grab you by the throat, but not the gift.

Jesus gives gifts to those who won’t always appreciate it and to those He knows will abuse it.  Inherit in the text are other wonderful gifts – marriage being a key one.  Jesus loves marriage.  The One who blessed and instituted marriage at the beginning is the One is present to bless this marriage and your marriage with His presence.  Jesus loves marriage and so should you.  In your marriage, you should defend it and give you whole self to your spouse being in a constant battle with each other of telling and showing the other that they’re more important than you.

For those not married, you’re life is complete in Christ.  Just a Jesus blessed marriage by the first of his signs being at a marriage, so he blessed chastity by being born of a virgin.  All are called to support marriage, even if you don’t like your son –in-law or sister-in-law, as if they’re inseparable – because one flesh is inseparable.  We should all be holding up the gift of marriage to our youth, as they seek a spouse in chastity.  We should all be defending marriage against a culture that thinks it can define marriage over and against the One who created marriage between one man and one woman.

Marriage is a gift but it is abused for selfish gain, for power struggles, to get sex when the other doesn’t want it, to take out anger and frustration from other sources in life.

Jesus gives gifts to people who don’t always appreciate it and those He knows will abuse it.  Inherit also in the text is the gift of sex.  A gift of pleasure, a gift of joy, a gift of intimacy and selflessness, a gift that is intimately connected to the blessings of children.  Yet, we treat this gift as if it is there created by me and for me for my pleasure and purpose whenever I want it.  Women are tempted to use their bodies for attention and selfish gain.  Men are tempted to treat women as objects rather than one whom Christ as died for.  Pornography, which is selfish by nature because it often involves one person when the gift of sexuality is given to married man and woman, has such a grip on our society that it’s close to strangling out any healthy view of sexuality and how it should be done and what our bodies should look like.  Children are sometimes seen as a curse of sex rather than a blessing.

Jesus loves this gift that He has given to you, and so should you.  But we must always be mindful who the Giver of the gift is.

Jesus gives gifts to people who won’t always appreciate it and those He knows will abuse it.  What gifts do you abuse, if you are single, and chaste in thought, word, and deed?  The gift of friendship that God gives?  The gift of family?  The gift of an occupation?  The gift of authority?  The gift of prayer or your neglect of it?  Forgiveness doesn’t mean we can sin more.  Compassion doesn’t mean we are free to serve ourselves, but free to serve others.  All are right there in this text – good gifts that are abused by us.

Perhaps central to all this is the gift which flows from Jesus’ mouth upon His mother’s prayer to her son, “My hour has not yet come.”  In that hour flowed the gift of his innocent suffering and death for your sins against His gift of wine, marriage, sex, friendship, and family and all His gifts.  His miracle in that hour was not water into wine, but blood that covers you in freedom and love and forgiveness.  With that miracles comes the gift that Isaiah pointed out, we are no more termed Forsaken, we are no more termed Desolate, but you, the text says, you, shall be called My Delight Is in Her, and your land Married; for the Lord delights in you (Isaiah 62:4).  Whether single or married, His Church is united to Him, and is pure and blameless.

He gives gifts that we can never fully understand, never fully appreciate, and often abuse.  But they keep coming.  We’d be dead without them.  We’d be in constant despair and unbelief without them.  We’d be in our sins without them.  His hour has come and He is present to give you those gifts and show You who He is for you and who you are to Him.

This, the first of His signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested His glory.  And his disciples believed in Him.  Amen.

Baptism of Our Lord – “Why is Jesus Baptized?” – Luke 3:15-22

Why is Jesus Baptized
As this text is read once again, I want you to ask the question, “Why?” every time I pause.

Now when all the people were baptized (!), and when Jesus also had been baptized (!) and was praying (!) the heavens were opened (!), and the Holy Spirit descended on him (!) in bodily form, like a dove (!); and a voice came down from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” (!).
The answer to every “why” question is this: “for you.”  It was done for you.  Amen.  In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

I suppose there should a bit more – but this is an incredibly helpful and right way to read Scripture.

Why were people being baptized?  The Lord had brought them to repentance, showed how wrong they are in so many aspects of their life – how they fail God, how they fail others, how they fail at recognizing what a failure they are.  Thus, they need the forgiveness of sins.

Why, then, was Jesus baptized?  What failure has he done?  How has he failed God?  He is at about the age of 30 here, and this is his first public act of His ministry.  And this act seems to show that He is repentant for the sins He has committed.  Except, that is wrong.  He needs no forgiveness.  So, why?

For you.

Imagine a thousand sheep pressed up against the bank of the Jordan river here.  They have never been washed.  They have been attacked by wolves and are full of blood and puss and infections.  Their wool is filled with hurtful and ugly thorns and thistles.  They are muddy, and dirty, and smelly – until they enter the water and hear the Word, “I baptize you for the forgiveness of sins.”  They walk out on the answer with their wool pure white, gleaming as snow, and perfect – wounds healed inside and out.

Thousands more come, and each individual, with the water and word, the same thing.  Pure, clean, perfect.

Now, there in the middle of those sheep, right there with them, is stunning, beautiful sheep.  So bright that He is hard to look at.  He comes, walks right into that water, hears that word, and like a sponge, soaks up everything – your sin, your pain, you unbelief in difficult times, your pride in good times, you illnesses – all that blood and dirt and infection and grime and smell – all soaked up into Him to make the water pure.

That is a sweet swap, a great exchange for us dirty, smelly, and hurting and pain-filled sheep.

It’s been said that Martin Luther was once asked what he contributed to his salvation.  What do you think his answer was?  “Of course not, everything is free, everything is a gift.  I’ve done nothing.”  No.  He says this, “Yes.  I have.  I have given Christ my sin, my death, my hell, my punishment…”

That is what happened on the cross and that is what is delivered in your Baptism.  Death to sin, death to death, buried with the One who won’t leave you even as death grips him, His release on you holds strong, even in your death, and alive to God, confident that you are united with Him never to be broken away.

What do you think a great exchange might be?  I’ll give you $50,000 and you’ll give me your house.  Probably a great exchange for me.  I’ll give you my car and you’ll give me your house.  Unimaginable, but a great exchange for me.  How about I’ll give you a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos and you’ll give me your house?  I’ll give you my trash, the one filled with nasty, smelly diapers from two growing boys, and expired ranked meat, and deteriorated, skunky vegetables, and worthless first drafts of sermon and you’ll give me your house?

Yet, this can’t compare with what we give to Jesus.  And it most certainly can’t compare with what Jesus gives to us.

Listen again.

Now when all the people were baptized (!), and when Jesus also had been baptized (!) and was praying (because you need Jesus groaning and praying for you, and your faith, and your strength, and your health and your family!) the heavens were opened (it is free for you.  Heaven is opened for you to be received there when you die.  Heaven is opened, and from there comes this gift of a feast of His Body and Blood.  All of heaven is here!), and the Holy Spirit descended (because we always need to be pointed back to His Word, His Jesus) on him in bodily form, like a dove (so that you know that God is at peace with you.  And the flood of wrath, like Noah’s flood, has been dried.  You are precious!); and a voice came down from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” (because what Jesus did was pleasing to God the Father.  It was why He was sent.  And so that you know that no matter how you feel, this truth abides with you forever.  You are beloved. You are well pleasing.  Jesus says, “Fear not, you are mine!).
All for you — for you then, all for you now– because you needed a lot and we still do.

 

Epiphany – “Following the Word of God” – Matthew 2:1-12

Following the Word of God
When Herod heard about the King, and every King born was a threat to his power and security and control, He was troubled.  He went to the right place though, if even for the wrong reason.  He went to the Scriptures.  He went to the chief priests and scribes and asked where this Christ was to be born.  Bethlehem, the scriptures said.  Bethlehem, who is “by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who will shepherd my people Israel.” 
There’s the answer to his question -right there in the text – for the Wise men, for Herod, and for the scribes and chief priests.  So they all go to worship him – except not.  There’s the answer to the most important question anyone can ask, “Where is he who has been born king of Jews?”  This is no ordinary king, but a king wise enough to know every single answer to every single question that you have.  What might those be?  About your health?  About your family?  About your body or emotions?  About your finances?

Where is he who has been born king of the Jews?  There’s your answer Herod and religious leaders – so go and find He who answers this question and all questions.  But they don’t.  Only the wise men go – showing they might not have a high school or college education, they might not be all that smart in the world’s respect, but they are wise because they know where their wisdom comes from.

There is something very hurtful and difficult that Jesus teaches us in this text.  It’s very personal, affecting many of our closest family and friends, and it’s important to let this teaching affect us where it hurts, too.  The teaching is this: the Word of God makes wise, the Word of God is God’s own revelation, having answers to so many questions we ask, but yet it can be rejected and ignored and despised.  It is by many we know.  It is, so often, by us.

Dear saints, let the Word of God be to you what it is in reality.  Complete truth about you and about your life.  Read it daily.  Meditate upon it.  Love it.  Pay attention to it.  Let the Word of God have its way with you, not the other way around.  Let it judge you, not you judge it.  If you don’t know how to read Scripture, where to begin, how often to read, how to get into a routine of being blessed by God’s self revelation of Himself – come talk to your pastor, that’s why I’m here.

Let the Word of God be to you what is it in reality.  Let God’s Law do to you what it does – crushes you and your thoughts of others, and your actions.  Don’t listen to God’s Word when He says just what you want – how He loves you, forgives you, how He has entered into the darkness of your life and gives you light to be seen.  But let Him judge you.  There is more truth to God’s Word than this: God is nice and loves everyone, so try and be nice to everyone.  Listen to the parts that are awkward to your flesh to hear, that may seem old fashioned (it is old, but it’s not out of fashion, it never will be).  Listen to the parts that may not seem good to hear, because they always are for your good.

He has Words for you about his will for marriage (love your spouse even more than yourself – boy that hurts) and sex (sex is His gift for to be given in the confines of marriage).  He has a will for you and your family , a will for your gossipy mouth, a will for your jealousy, a will for your desire of stuff that doesn’t belong to you, a will for your giving of yourself and your gifts, a will for your honor of those in authority – even when they’re absolutely wrong.  His will is not hidden.  You can read it for yourself.  If you have a specific question you don’t know a specific answer to, we can figure that one out together.

All of it must be true, not just the parts you like to hear – or the parts that I like to preach.  Don’t think I take pleasure in telling you to repent and don’t think that I’m speaking specifically just to you, because these words kill me.

It is not easy to hear or believe or trust fully – but God’s Word is where truth is – the trust of your rest, and peace, and His mercy toward you – even for ignoring His Word.

Where is He who has been born king of the Jews?  For we saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him?  God’s Word, God’s Son, the true Daystar that never dims, led you here to worship him.  Your worshipping is centered fully on Him, in a sense, bending down to serve you.  That is to say, He comes here to adore you, to preach to you that He is Your light in the midst of darkness.  The gifts that the Wise men gave to Him proclaim the great truth that all gifts we give to Him, he has first given us.

He is the gold of the Father, who, for your sake became poor, that you he might be rich. He is the frankincense and myrrh of heaven, the incense of whose sacrificed body will waft upward as a pleasing aroma to the Lord, an incense in which the stench of every sin becomes as perfume.  You are pleasing to Him.  He is at peace with you.  And He has a Word for you. 

Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you. 
Where is He who has been born king of the Jews?  Herod and the scribes didn’t follow the Word.  But you know the answer to this question.  He is here for you.  Come and worship him who adores you.  Amen.

New Year’s Eve Sermon

“But know this, that if the master of the house had known what hour the thief was coming, he would not have left his house to be broken into.  You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.”  (Luke 12:39)

If you’ve ever had your house broken into – if you’ve ever been a victim of a robbery – then you know that a thief deprives you of more than things.  A broken window – a smashed lock – someone has violated your space.  A thief deprives of more than things – a thief deprives you of security.  A thief is one of the many things in life that reminds us of the lack of control that we have.  As we gather together as Christ’s Church this New Year’s Eve and reflect upon this past year’s events, we can be reminded of how little control that we have.  Yet, as we gather together as Christ’s Church this New Year’s Eve, Jesus reminds us that in Him, we have peace and assurance in insecure times.

The ups and downs of this life can sometimes be unbearable.  Expectations of a New Year are sometimes met with great fulfillment and sometimes met with great disappointment.   Many take the New Year as a fresh start at life – a fresh start for a better diet, a better exercise regimen, or a fresh start to volunteer more. The attempts made at self-improvement are endless.  Advertisers and pop psychology love to convince us that life will be completely better and finally fulfilled when these self change and improvements are finally made.  A new year is often met with great expectations but a reflection on a turning year gives a perspective on how little control we have in this life and how resilient we can be to change.

Our nation, our communities are so often reminded of how little control we have.  We’re in a war to prevent more terrorist attacks on our country.  But most of us feel safe the same reason we felt safe before September 11th, we just don’t think about it and how people can hate us for being and living the way that we do.

We are reminded of how little control we have as the only thing standing between a fiscal cliff and our economy, our lives, are several men and women in Washington that can’t seem to agree as we just sit and wait.

We were reminded how little control we have when evil appeared in the face of a gunman barraging into an elementary school.  Or earlier in the year when those who were out to entertain themselves in a movies theatre in Auroro, CO experienced the same horrifying fate.

Your past year has had its up’s and downs and reminders of how little security you seem to have. Paul asks, If God is for us, who can be against us?  It seems like an awful lot.  How little control we have!

Our Gospel text leads us to these thoughts.  Stay dressed and keep your lamps burning, Jesus says.  You don’t know when the master of the house will come home.  The master of a house could return from a wedding feast 1 day, two days, 3 days, 7 days later or more.  Jesus’ encouragement has one problem; it’s impossible to stay awake the whole time the master is gone.  He follows this up by further destroying our security by comparing the coming of the Son of Man to a thief.  No security precautions, no armed guards or trained dogs will keep the Son of Man from returning to judge the living and the dead.  Like a thief’s coming, we will be surprised, caught off guard.  Already living in an insecure world, this fact takes away our security in ourselves or in anything in this creation that invites our trust.  A reflection on living in this world and in our body of sin for this past year reminds us of our lack of control and Jesus’ words invite us to recognize the same.

Staying awake is exhausting, having little control is frightening, but Jesus reminds us that in Him, we have peace and assurance in exhausting and insecure times.  Satan wishes these events in the world and in our lives to cause us to doubt God’s love for us.  What Isaiah pointed out in his day rings true for many today who are unwilling to listen to the instruction of Lord.  Many would rather have smooth things spoken to them or have illusions prophesied to them rather than hear about the Holy One of Israel (Isaiah 30:9-11).  But having little control is a reminder that in Christ, we have peace and assurance in exhausting and insecure times.

On Holy Saturday, Pilate gave those concerned about Jesus’ promise to rise again to seal the tomb saying, “You have a guard of soldiers, ‘Go, make it as secure as you can (Mat. 27:65. ’ “  But no Roman centurion or military guard could keep the crucified Lord in the grace.  The eternal security He gives us through the blood of the His cross was seen to be unshakable. Jesus commands you to stay dressed for action and he clothes you with his righteous and holy body in Baptism.  Or don’t you know that as many of you as were baptized in Christ have put on Christ (Gal. 3:27)?   Jesus commands you to stay awake as servants, yet He comes among you as one who serves.  Truly I say to you, (the Master Himself) will dress himself for service and have (His servants) recline at table, and he will come and serve them.  In this out of control world and in this out of control year, you have peace and assurance in Christ.  Christ comes to assure you of his love and forgiveness for you as He comes among you, dressed in flesh as true God yet true Man, as one who gives His own body and His own blood.  Does our lack of control, our loss of security, does tribulation, distress, famine, nakedness, danger, sword, does death or life, do angels or rulers, do things present or things to come, do powers, or height, or depth, or anything else in all creation separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus, our Lord? No.  Like a thief, Jesus’ words deprive us of security in ourselves or in this world, but they also points us to Himself, to give us peace and assurance this year and every year until He comes again.

First Sunday After Christmas

Merry Christmas!

While many trees have been packed up in the attic or dragged out for the trash, while many lights have been taken down, except for those ones that are up until August, while the world returns to business as usual, and we join them, we Christians are still celebrating Christmas.

Perhaps you aren’t in the same spirits as you were a few days ago.  Perhaps you were never in that spirit – for while Christmas rightly brings many lot of happiness, it also has a way of reminding us of a lot of sadness and disappointments.  It’s kind of our nature to look for our joy to find its fulfillment in the here and now and it seems to surprise us every time it doesn’t.

But no matter your feelings, which wave to and fro like no other, we Christians are still celebrating Christmas.  You see, there is a profound reality to being in the world but not of the world during this season and it is this: Christmas happiness will always fade (if it ever existed for us), but Christmas joy will abide forever.

We have a joy that holds to God’s promises of the now.  We have a joy that holds to God’s promises of the future.  And here, we wait.  We wait, knowing that His promise of forgiveness and peace and comfort and relief are in the here and now because the Jesus that makes these promises is here to keep them.  And we wait for the complete consolation of everything.  We wait like Simeon did.

He’s the kind of man for whom waiting is a way of life. Not a mere twiddling-the-thumbs variety of waiting, yawning away the hours, but hope-full waiting, the kind of waiting that knows that, sooner or later, God will make good on his promise. The promise was this: before he saw death, he would see the Lord’s Christ. The babe for whom Adam hoped; for whom Noah longed; of whom David sang and Isaiah preached; the Redeemer for whom every son and daughter of Abraham had been yearning—that One Simeon would cradle in his arms. And he did. He held not just a theoretical promise but a living person, God’s love and mercy and compassion in the flesh. To this baby, and to the baby’s Father, Simeon sang a lullaby and hymn rolled into one, “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel, ” (Luke 2:29-32 ESV).

Your God is not one who makes theoretical promises to you, but promises that are fulfilled in a person to whom you can look to.  Your looking, like Simeon’s, is through the eyes of faith.  Your looking to this person is primarily done through your ears.  Dear saint, when Jesus was brought into the temple by Mary and Joseph (and that should blow your mind that God, like any other child, had to bring Jesus into the temple), when Jesus entered, there was no halo around His head or angels proclaiming the entrance.  Simeon, through the Holy Spirit, is able to discern this gift, this miraculous child, in the seemingly ordinary.

That is what God has given to you – to see, through your ears, not ordinary water, not ordinary Words, not ordinary bread and wine – but miracles for your comfort and assurance, for your forgiveness and peace.  This is your Christmas joy, not your Christmas happiness, because this lasts.  God’s promises last.

But after this lullaby sung to Jesus and about Jesus comes a reality check, for Mary and for us.  Mary’s heart, her maternal loving heart and soul, would be pierced.  “Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed,” (Luke 2:34-35 ESV).

There remains the reality that God did not send his Son into the world to make us feel all warm and fuzzy inside. He came to redeem a broken world, and to do that would require hurt and pain and blood and all sorts of raw suffering. His was a messy mission. And Mary, his mother, would be part of the mess, for a sword would pierce her own heart. She who once placed her two hands on her extended belly, wondering what kind of boy she would have, stood drenched in tears as she looked up at that boy, now a man, whose two hands were extended upon the cross-beams, drenched in blood, to save her and the messy world, to save you, he so loves. Each nail that pierced his hands, each thorn that bit into his brow, the spear that punctured his side—they all were part of the sword of sorrow that was thrust deep into Mary’s own heart – and ours as well.

But it is for your joy and peace.  Christmas happiness fades, but Christmas joy abides forever.   Each day has the potential to usher in breathtaking happiness or heart-wrenching sorrow or anything in between. But whatever happens, in one way or another, we’re usually going through one mess or on our way to another. Life just works that way. Day and night, happiness and sadness, birthdays and funerals. There’s all ingredients in the soup we call “life.”

But Christ is also part of the mix. And he’s the most important part, for he is The Constant. His love is the sun that never sets, the smile that never fades. His mercy is the flower that never wilts, the hand that always grips.

To “see salvation” in Christ—as Simeon did—is to see more than being “saved” from hell or sin. For Christ saves us from a life empty of God, and makes our life one in which God fills us and lives through us. Mary carried Jesus in her womb, and everywhere he went, so did she. And so we carry Christ in us, everywhere we go. And to us as well as through us he speaks, he acts, he loves. And he redeems the mess our life often becomes. When swords pierce our hearts, he is there to heal us with own life-giving wounds. For each of us is as precious to him—no, even more precious—than life itself.

That, dear saints, is Christmas joy that always abides.  Amen.

Christmas Day – “God is No Scrooge” – A Sermon Adapted From Matthew Harrison, President of the LCMS

Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.
“Bah!  Humbug!” Familiar words for most from Ebenezer Scrooge in Charles Dickens’s “A Christmas Carol.”  Humbug to generosity.  Humbug to the needy.  Humbug to the giving of yourself and of your gifts.  “Bah!  Humbug” says the crotchety old man until he is visited by his deceased coworker and Three Spirit of Christmas – past, present, and future.

Near the beginning, Jacob Marley haunts Scrooge, appearing in horror, and in chains, “Oh! Captive, bound, and double-ironed.”  “But you were always a good man of business, Jacob,” falter Scrooge.

“Business!” cried the ghost, “Mankind was my business. The common welfare was my business; charity, mercy, forbearance, and benevolence were all my business.  The dealings of trade were but a drop of water in the comprehensive ocean of my business.”

Scrooge tries to Humbug this, but can’t shake it when 3 other visitors show up.  By morning, he’s experienced a change of heart.  A wonderful story, of sorts, about generosity of your time and resources.  But if we view this as a commentary on God, it is false, false, false, false, false.  The story says this: Be a Scrooge in this life, and go to hell.  Be kind in this life, and your receive eternal reward.  What is Christmas, then about?  It’s about giving.  Sure, God is somewhat kind, so thus, he will reward you for your kindness.  False, false, false, false, false.

What does God’s Word say to this?  “Behold your Salvation comes” – because we need a Savior.  “They shall be called Holy People” – because our sins make us so dirty.  “You shall be called Sought Out, A City not forsaken” because our faith is so weak that we often despair, feeling forsaken by God.  What does God’s Word say about this?  “He saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration” in Baptism.  What does God’s Word say about this, “Fear not, for behold” you are filled with fear, and Christ is present to bring you joy.

What does God do?  Does He cajole us, does he scare us into being kind so we can climb to heaven?  No!  He takes on human flesh, becomes man, to do for the undeserving, that is you, and that is me.

Because the fact is, Ebenezer, that you are a Scrooge!  Oh, you can fool yourself into thinking that you don’t deserve Marley’s fate.  Oh, Dickens might even help you believe wrongly that you can avoid Marley’s fate by being generous.  But no matter how hard you try, you cannot get rid of stinginess, and self-centeredness, and greed.  And even when your hands do the right thing, your mind thinks the wrong thing.  Giving is the best thing we humans can do, but all the anxiety and concern about not getting what we want, wondering if we got what we should have gotten, being angry when those to whom we have given don’t respond with the proper level of thankfulness – all that shows that there is a great deal of Scrooge in each and every one of us.  And if you say, “Bah! Humbug!” to that, then you’re saying, “Bah! Humbug!” to God!  Because that is what the Bible teaches over and over again.

But…God did not respond to our sorry state and say, “Bah!  Humbug!” but said, “I shall be born, God in the flesh, born to go to a cross to redeem you, to buy you back, to make you my own.”  What’s the spirit of Christmas?  It’s the fact that in Jesus, God is no Scrooge!  He is merciful, giving gifts now that flow from the manger turned cross.  Titus said, “whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior”, but in the Greek it’s more like “uberly, superly, duperly poured out in crazy, awesome riches” for you here through Jesus Christ.

Church isn’t about Scrooge-business, about keeping track of your good deeds in a ledger.  It’s all about God un-Scroogingly giving gifts to you!

It’s a gift, it can be rejected, and you can say, “Bah! Humbug!” to Him and His gifts.  But if you say, “yes!  Thank God!  He is no Scrooge!” – that is faith, and you have every reason to be generous to others all year around.

God is with us, with His Gifts, in Jesus, all year round.  This God in the flesh stuff – this Son of God made the Son of man, that we might be the sons and daughters of God stuff – is the greatest comfort.  It means that God knows our situation perfectly.  He knows what it is to suffer sorrow and pain and death.

He experiences every stage of life, for you, and gives you what is His.  Jesus’ sinless conception is yours.  His birth is yours.  His sinless life is yours. His suffering and death are yours.  Do your sins and burdens weight against you?  You can say today a hearty, round, “Bah!  Humbug!” to the devil himself.

The proof is this: “God is no Scrooge.”  Amen

Christmas 1 Sermon – Christmas Joy Abides Forever

Merry Christmas!

While many trees have been packed up in the attic or dragged out for the trash, while many lights have been taken down, except for those ones that are up until August, while the world returns to business as usual, and we join them, we Christians are still celebrating Christmas.

Perhaps you aren’t in the same spirits as you were a few days ago.  Perhaps you were never in that spirit – for while Christmas rightly brings many lot of happiness, it also has a way of reminding us of a lot of sadness and disappointments.  It’s kind of our nature to look for our joy to find its fulfillment in the here and now and it seems to surprise us every time it doesn’t.

But no matter your feelings, which wave to and fro like no other, we Christians are still celebrating Christmas.  You see, there is a profound reality to being in the world but not of the world during this season and it is this: Christmas happiness will always fade (if it ever existed for us), but Christmas joy will abide forever.

We have a joy that holds to God’s promises of the now.  We have a joy that holds to God’s promises of the future.  And here, we wait.  We wait, knowing that His promise of forgiveness and peace and comfort and relief are in the here and now because the Jesus that makes these promises is here to keep them.  And we wait for the complete consolation of everything.  We wait like Simeon did.

He’s the kind of man for whom waiting is a way of life. Not a mere twiddling-the-thumbs variety of waiting, yawning away the hours, but hope-full waiting, the kind of waiting that knows that, sooner or later, God will make good on his promise. The promise was this: before he saw death, he would see the Lord’s Christ. The babe for whom Adam hoped; for whom Noah longed; of whom David sang and Isaiah preached; the Redeemer for whom every son and daughter of Abraham had been yearning—that One Simeon would cradle in his arms. And he did. He held not just a theoretical promise but a living person, God’s love and mercy and compassion in the flesh. To this baby, and to the baby’s Father, Simeon sang a lullaby and hymn rolled into one, “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel, ” (Luke 2:29-32 ESV).

Your God is not one who makes theoretical promises to you, but promises that are fulfilled in a person to whom you can look to.  Your looking, like Simeon’s, is through the eyes of faith.  Your looking to this person is primarily done through your ears.  Dear saint, when Jesus was brought into the temple by Mary and Joseph (and that should blow your mind that God, like any other child, had to bring Jesus into the temple), when Jesus entered, there was no halo around His head or angels proclaiming the entrance.  Simeon, through the Holy Spirit, is able to discern this gift, this miraculous child, in the seemingly ordinary.

That is what God has given to you – to see, through your ears, not ordinary water, not ordinary Words, not ordinary bread and wine – but miracles for your comfort and assurance, for your forgiveness and peace.  This is your Christmas joy, not your Christmas happiness, because this lasts.  God’s promises last.

But after this lullaby sung to Jesus and about Jesus comes a reality check, for Mary and for us.  Mary’s heart, her maternal loving heart and soul, would be pierced.  “Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed,” (Luke 2:34-35 ESV).

There remains the reality that God did not send his Son into the world to make us feel all warm and fuzzy inside. He came to redeem a broken world, and to do that would require hurt and pain and blood and all sorts of raw suffering. His was a messy mission. And Mary, his mother, would be part of the mess, for a sword would pierce her own heart. She who once placed her two hands on her extended belly, wondering what kind of boy she would have, stood drenched in tears as she looked up at that boy, now a man, whose two hands were extended upon the cross-beams, drenched in blood, to save her and the messy world, to save you, he so loves. Each nail that pierced his hands, each thorn that bit into his brow, the spear that punctured his side—they all were part of the sword of sorrow that was thrust deep into Mary’s own heart – and ours as well.

But it is for your joy and peace.  Christmas happiness fades, but Christmas joy abides forever.   Each day has the potential to usher in breathtaking happiness or heart-wrenching sorrow or anything in between. But whatever happens, in one way or another, we’re usually going through one mess or on our way to another. Life just works that way. Day and night, happiness and sadness, birthdays and funerals. There’s all ingredients in the soup we call “life.”

But Christ is also part of the mix. And he’s the most important part, for he is The Constant. His love is the sun that never sets, the smile that never fades. His mercy is the flower that never wilts, the hand that always grips.

To “see salvation” in Christ—as Simeon did—is to see more than being “saved” from hell or sin. For Christ saves us from a life empty of God, and makes our life one in which God fills us and lives through us. Mary carried Jesus in her womb, and everywhere he went, so did she. And so we carry Christ in us, everywhere we go. And to us as well as through us he speaks, he acts, he loves. And he redeems the mess our life often becomes. When swords pierce our hearts, he is there to heal us with own life-giving wounds. For each of us is as precious to him—no, even more precious—than life itself.

That, dear saints, is Christmas joy that always abides.  Amen.

“Mary Arose and Went With Haste – A Miracle” – Advent 4

In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah.
This is a miracle, a miracle, that we read right here.  To be sure, there are miracles abounding in our text.  There is a 60 or 70 year old woman who was barren her entire life who is now pregnant with a 6 month old baby in her womb – miracle.

There is a virgin who is a couple days pregnant with the very Son of God.  This is the very essence of the Christmas mystery – a great and mighty wonder. The Lord of the universe, the Word through whom all things were made, has a mother! The Word became Flesh and dwells among us.  At this point in time, the Son of God who fills as things is as small as a pinhead.  Take a pencil, sharpen it to as sharp as you can get, make a mark, and there you have about the size that the Son of God was right then and right there. The infinite Almighty Son of God takes up residence in the finite confines of a mother’s womb. The Creator literally becomes the creature. When speaking of Jesus, God is man and man is God. And Mary is, the One who bore God in her womb – miracle.

That 6 month old in the womb baby John preaches a wonderful sermon by leaping in his mother’s womb at the greeting of Mary, the presence of Jesus.  A baby in the womb that has faith – miracle.

Zechariah, Elizabeth’s husband, has been temporarily muted for his doubts of God’s promises – miracle.

But here, too, is a miracle, a wonderful, comforting, joyful miracle that reads, In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah…
This is a miracle because this is faith that is born from the Word of God – and that is a miracle whether it’s faith from a baby 5 weeks old in the womb or faith in a 95 year old in her death bed or faith in a teenager whose world is full changes and questions or faith in a young adult whose present is filled with people and children and jobs that are heavy and whose future is full of uncertainty or faith in a middle aged adult whose life is full of business and burdens or faith in an older adult who reflects upon their past and wonders about the future – faith is a miracle.  And faith doesn’t just appear, so you don’t have to wander around looking for it or looking it to be strengthened.  Faith is born from the promises and the comforts and the certainty of the Word of God.  Faith is the “yes,” is the “Amen,” to God’s promises.

Mary is a wonderful example of this.  In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah…From where did she arise?  From a city in Galilee named Nazareth.  What happened there?  Because an Angel Gabriel declared God’s Word to her, God’s promises to her, that she will conceive and bear a son and shall call His name Jesus – that this child will be conceived because, though she a virgin remain, the Holy Spirit will come upon her, and the power of the Most High will overshadow her; therefore the child to be born will be called holy – the Son of God (Luke 1:31-35).  Why did she arise?  Because the Word of God through the messenger angel declared, And behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son, and this is the sixth month with her who is called barren.  For nothing will be impossible with God.  She arose because of God’s Word and God’s promises and went with haste, she arose because faith said, “Amen” to God’s Word.

This is a miracle and it is a miracle which you are witnessing right before your eyes today.  Why did you arise from your bed to come here today?  Is it to socialize?  No.  Is it to see a good looking and charming preacher?  No.  Is it out of habit?  Perhaps, and thank God for that.

The underlying reason that you arose this morning to come here is a miracle – faith brings you here, Jesus brings you here.  It’s been helpful that if you want to get the definition of faith right, then you should substitute “Jesus” for “faith” and see if it makes sense.  So if you hear someone say, “Faith isn’t enough, you must do good deeds to please God” – it would sound like, “Jesus isn’t enough.”  That doesn’t make sense.  But, “Faith brings you here,” and “Jesus brings you here,” – that fits perfectly.

Faith, Jesus, brings you here because of His promises of what you receive here, promises found in God’s Word.  Mary arose because of God’s Word, and so do you.  You come with your sins, you come with the burdens that you have placed upon yourselves and others and you receive, faith receives, release, forgiveness won by Jesus and delivered here.  You come weary and burnt out and faith receives relief and strength and comfort.

You come doubting yourself and doubting your world.  Faith receives what Elizabeth and Mary received – what Bethlehem and Nazareth received.  Nazareth and Bethlehem were backwater villages of no reputation, no strategic value, no abundance of natural resources. And yet, today there are scarcely any places so famous. So also Mary and Elizabeth. Nobodies. But God elevated them to great position. Leagues of girls bear their names. Thousands upon thousands of men have called Mary blessed.

So too, does God notice you. You are no less a nobody than Mary or Elizabeth. The God who is not far off, loves and knows you so intimately and personally that every hair on your head is counted. He notices you, is interested in you. He cares for you. His angels rejoice over your repentance and faith. His words of comfort and promise to you are not empty vanities or mindless flattery. They are words that are, and will be, fulfilled, as sure as the Virgin pure bore a Son.

In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in Judah…  Arise and come with haste with God’s promises. A miracle brought you here to receive even more.  Amen.

“Shall we Look for Another?” – Advent 3, Luke 7:18-28

(Audio of “Shall we Look for Another?”) 20121216 093356
Are you the One who is to come or shall we look for another?
If there was ever one man on this earth that had more confidence in who he was and what his vocation in this world included than anyone else, it was John the Baptist.  John knew what he had to do.  He was to preach repentance, and he did.  He was to confess that the Kingdom of heaven is at hand.  He was to prepare the way for one mightier than He, the King of Heaven and Earth who comes to reign. John knew who he was.  John began to wonder, however, if Jesus knew who he was – or maybe we should look another.  He will later be beheaded for that preaching, too.  Are you the One who is to come or shall we look for another?
Good question.  Important question.  Maybe a question that you have as you look around in your life and still suffer – certainly a question the people of Newton might be asking.  This is two questions here: 1.) Are the One who is to come?  Yes, He is.  That’s a fact – whether you believe it or not.  This is God the Son in the flesh come to redeem creation with its sickness and brokenness and full of sin-ness.

Should we look for another?  Different question there.  Different interpretations on this one.  Should we look for another?  Well – what you are looking for?  If you are always strong in your faith toward God, even in the midst of suffering, … – if you always fear Him above all else, even judgment of others and fear Him above your own urges that beg for scratching – if you have no fears in your life and for your future and for your family – if your life is so full of peace that you can barely stand how wonderful everything is – if you have no anxiety about who you are – if you have no loneliness – if you have no concern about your death and the judgment that therein follows – if you are never weighed down by the pressures put upon you by this season, or by your family, by your job, by your teachers, by your congregation, by your friends in need – then yes, you should look for another.

But, if you are weak at times, and anxious, and absolutely guilty, and weary, and worried – then no, you shouldn’t look for another.  This Jesus is Your King – this Jesus is your peace – this Jesus has taken upon Himself all judgments and died and is raised to declare you innocent – this Jesus has taken all your shame in that blessed hour and died and is raised to give you joy in Him.  Rejoice in the Lord always, again I will says rejoice for this Jesus who is the One who is to come and the One who is in your midst now to pronounce forgiveness to you is the One to whom you should look to.

And when the men had come to Jesus, they said, “John the Baptist has sent us to you, saying, “Are you the One who is to come or should we look for another.”  In that hour he healed many people of diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and on many who were blind he bestowed sight.  And He answered them, “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind received their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to them.”
Jesus doesn’t ignore the question, your questions.  Jesus doesn’t scold John or you for doubting – though that is the opposite of faith and is a sin.  He answer is His deed and His Words.  Sin has broken in to this creation with sight problems, hearing problems, skin problems, dying problems, killing problems.  Jesus restores His creation by healing, raising the dead, preaching good news to poor sinners.  Was he coming the one? Yes, of course He was.  Should doubting John in his lonely torturing prison look for another, should you in your troubles and anxieties look for another?  No.

Why does John ask if they should look for another?  Why are we still tempted to look for another?  Why does Jesus constantly have to point us back to his deeds that He does to answer this question?

John the Baptist points out for us one of the strangest paradoxes in Christianity.  God has broken into human history.  The kingdom of God was reigning in power and glory right before the face of John’s disciples.  The kingdom of God is still reigning right before our face today.  The kingdom of God certainly comes without our prayers.   Yet, there is still so much sin in this world.  There is still so much suffering and evil in this world.  The Kingdom of God is here, but God will not fully overthrow all evil and suffering – yet.

Disciples are not promised luxurious and happy lives, rather they are promised suffering and persecution.  John’s the greatest born of woman and he’s in prison.  How is this the kingdom of God?  Is there any wonder why John might have his doubts?  Is there any wonder why if the greatest of the prophets had his doubts, that other great prophets like Moses, Elijah and Jeremiah had their doubts as to why God works this way?  Is there any wonder why we have doubts when experiencing evil and suffering and don’t have many answers?  Should we look for another?

Dear saints, God’s kingdom, God’s reign comes in the person of Jesus.  Is there power in the reign of God in Jesus?  Yes – but it is power for those who need forgiveness, strength, and recognize their reliance on God – the poor in spirit.  Is there glory in the reign of Jesus?  Yes – but it is glory that will be shown most importantly in what appears to be shame and defeat on the cross.  Should we look for another?  Nowhere else can the poor in body and soul find eternal help which the world, with all of its resources, is unable to give.  Should we look for another?  No one else comforts the sorrowing, distressed, and conscience stricken.  Should we look for another?  Go tell John what you have seen and heard…God is preaching to you, now.  Look no further.  Amen.

 “Repentance and Faith” – Advent 2, Luke 3:1-14
 Repentance and Faith
And John went into all the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 
John came to prepare for the Coming One.  Jesus was near, not just in time, but also location.  He would be there joining the crowds and being baptized by John.  Jesus was near, the Lord was near, so John came to prepare His way, Make His paths straight.  Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low.  John camepreaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  John came preaching,bear fruits in keeping with repentance.
Jesus came, so repentance was necessary.  Jesus is near, not just in time, but also location.  Jesus is in fact here, right here, right now in His Word and with His body and blood.  Repent.  Jesus will come again as judge, coming in power, coming in glory.  Repent. John preaches repentance and Baptism about the Coming One then, about the Coming One now, about the Coming One coming soon.

What is repentance, then, John, pastor?  It sure sounds like a big deal.  It sure sounds like I need to do it.  What should I do?  Good.  That’s the exact question this preaching should lead you to.  It’s the exact question this preaching led the crowd to.  And the crowds ask him, “What then shall we do?”
“Repentance has two parts.  One part is contrition, that is terrors striking the conscience through the knowledge of sin (Augsburg Confession XII:3-4).”  Your sins should cause you pain when you think about them.  My failings as a father, as a husband, as a pastor, as a son, as a brother, as a friend, should cause me pain and fright, terror when I think about them.  And think about what I deserve from those on the receiving end of my sin.  And think about what I deserve from a just God who hates and is angry with sin and selfishness and laziness.  It sometimes does cause me pain.  It always should.

So that’s one part, terror of the knowledge of sin.  So it follows that the second part is this: stop doing it, stop sinning.  Repentance, metanoia in the Greek, means to turn around.  So if sin is the cause of your terror, then not sinning should be the opposite, should be the turn.  That makes sense.  But it would be wrong.  Sin is the cause of the terror, and the chief sin is this: unbelief, idolatry.

So part one: recognize your lack of faith and love and fear of God.  Part two, hear this: God is here seeking you to proclaim, “You are forgiven, you are washed, you are released, my wrath has been dried in my Son.”

Every commandment has at its root some form of false faith, some form of idolatry.  Every commandment is intimately tied to the first commandment, “You shall have no other gods.”  So God’s response is to turn you to Him, His Word, His work, His will, His release.

You shall not misuse the Name of the Lord your God.  When we break it, we call upon something or someone other than God in trouble: alcohol, sex, or our best friend to gossip in anger or despair.  Repent.

Remember the Sabbath day by keeping in holy – we neglect or despise how God has chosen to reveal Himself and think that we know a better way to get to God than His Word and Sacraments.  We have our emotions, and our intellect and reason.  We have our ability to be good and good enough to get to God.  Repent.

Honor your father and mother.  We think we know better than those whom God has given to be over us, so we mock them behind their backs.  Repent.

You shall not murder.  We think our anger will make things better and that God needs us to sit on the judgment seat.  Repent.

You shall not steal.  We think that God has given us too much to do in our occupation, so we do less.  Repent.

You shall not bear false witness.  We think that our gossip will solve the problem – our slander of others is more important for our popularity than for our neighbor’s good reputation.  We forget that the person whom we’re speaking of is one whom Christ died for and needs our support and our best construction on everything.  Repent.

You shall not covet.  We think that God has not given us enough in ourselves or with stuff.  Repent.

And above all, if you think that repentance doesn’t mean that you should stop trying to sin, then repent.  That is a huge form of idolatry to say, “I can keep sinning and not need Christ’s forgiveness and gifts to forgive and strengthen me.”

Stop trusting in your thoughts and your ways and hear what our Lord has to say about what He gives you and what His will is for you. Repentance is taking your faith and placing in the right Person, the right place.  That is Jesus and His blood and His righteousness that covers you.  You received in your baptism, He gave it to you.  It is certain that way.

John went into al the region around the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  John came to prepare the way for the One who bore our bad fruit, was raised upon the tree of His cross, and was cut down, killed, thrown into the fire by God who was angry at our sin.  Our faith is in Him.  We are in Him; we are in the only Good Fruit that has ever existed.  What a wonderful, comforting place to be.  There is no better place to be in because there is no other God

That God is here, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, He is here to constantly turn us back to Him and His forgiveness and His love because it is the best place to be.  It is a work, this turning back to Jesus, that He began and He will complete (Phil. 1:6).  I am sure of this, Paul says.  Good.  I need that certainty.  Amen.

“O Come, Wisdom” – Advent 1 Midweek, Isaiah 11

And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon Him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. 
Advent is about Christ and His ways of coming.  In his first coming, he comes in the flesh and in seeming weakness—humble and hidden, a God man on a cross. In the second, he comes in spirit and in grace—mysterious and full, but still hidden, a God man in Word and Sacraments. In the third, he comes in glory and in majesty, to judge and everyone will see.  Every knee will bow, worshipping in thanksgiving like you do and will, or worshipping in fear of judgment. This, his second coming is the means whereby we pass from the first, from His incarnation and cross, to the third, where we are judged innocent, washed in His blood.

Advent is about Christ and His ways of coming.  How fitting then, in Advent, to focus on a favorite hymn about Christ and His coming: “O Come, O Come Emmanuel.”  Each week, Jesus is front and center, preaching Himself with different titles.  First, we pray, and that is what we’re doing — we’re praying in this song for Jesus to come – we pray for Wisdom to come.

I have found it utterly fascinating that in both congregations “wisdom” has been a constant prayer request.  Thank the Lord for that.  You know where your direction comes from.  You know where your discretion and your family’s discretion between right and wrong come from.  It comes from the Lord and His revealed Word.  It comes from the Bible.

Scripture reveals that Wisdom is much more than that.  Wisdom is a person.  You can see it in our first reading from Proverbs. Does not Wisdom call?  Does not understanding raise her voice?  And then Wisdom speaks, To you, O men, I call, and my cry is to the children of man.  Wisdom has a voice. Wisdom has a personality. Wisdom is a person.  Wisdom is Jesus.

O come, Thou Wisdom from on high,
Who orderest all things mightily;
To us the path of knowledge show,
And teach us in her ways to go.

Yes, Jesus, do come.  Show us our sin.  Show us your paths.  Because while we are accustomed to admit freely that God is more powerful than we are, we often have a hard time admitting that He is wiser than we are.  To be sure, we say that He is; but when it comes to a showdown, in the experience of suffering, when the rubber meets the road, we do not want to act on what we say.

We want to teach God our ways, our truth.  “Listen up God, this is the way that I think it should go.  Have a seat, and I will school you on how my life should be.”  And if we do it to God, we most certainly do it to those whom we know err.  “Boy have I got some advice for you on how to live, how to treat you family, how to handle this situation.”

That is why we pray for Jesus to teach us His way and His knowledge.  When we confess these sins, our sins, we speak truth.  We speak in the Truth and the Light.  We speaking according to what Jesus says about us.  If you want wisdom, your first confession is of your foolishness and God’s eternal wisdom, revealed in His Word.

So, we pray for Wisdom.  We pray for what we need.  We pray for Jesus to come from on high and orderest all things mightily.  “In the midst of my disordered life, when my world seems so full of chaos, come Jesus, and order it according to You.”

“O Wisdom, help me distinguish right from wrong, true teachings from false teachings, good speech about our neighbor from evil speech about our neighbor, according to Your Word.  O Wisdom, come and show my guilty conscience that you are at peace with me.  Come now, in Your Word and in Your Supper and come soon and orderest all things mightily for good, forever.”

And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon Him, the Spirit of Wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.  Rest in the One whom the Spirit rests upon.  He gives You Wisdom because He gives You Himself.

“The Bigger, the Better?” – Advent 1, Luke 19:28-40

Jesus Coming
“Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”

That is what faith is.  And that is exactly the opposite of what our flesh wants.  Our flesh wants to see things.  It wants to see results, it wants to see lives changed – our lives.  The pastor’s flesh and perhaps yours as well wants to see more people in the pews.  The sick person’s flesh wants to see improvement or a miraculous healing.  The poor persons flesh wants to see money in their pockets and food on the table.  The person in a struggling marriage wants to see immediate improvement and change in their spouse.  The angry person wants to see justice served.  The parent wants to see their child to be good and moral and faithful and responsible.  We like to measure, we like to count, we like to see results – and that’s not all bad, but it can be.

And as Jesus was drawing near – already on the way down the Mount of Olives – the whole multitude of his disciples began to rejoice and praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works they had seen, saying, “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord.”
When kings entered a city, they brought the best of their kingdom with them.  Their best soldiers, their best athletes, their prettiest ladies, their most powerful or crazy looking animals, etc.  The point was this: If this coming king brought that with him, then what kinds of things does he have at home!  The bigger the entrance, the more you can see, the better the king and his kingdom.

Now enters Jesus: a King entering the city where He could encounter HIs biggest battle and do His most important work — His unjust death to make the unworthy, worthy.  He has no chariot or war horse; no armies, no sword, no might, no glory. No outward pomp to inspire awe or fear. What you see with Jesus and His kingdom is it coming and it’s not much to brag about.  What a bring a powerful king, huh.  Add this to the betrayal, the trial, the beating and you see is a man, a king, worthy of leaving alone.

All we have to indicate what a marvelous event that is Jesus’ triumphal entry are the simple and wonderful words of the prophet Zechariah:

“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your King is coming to you; Righteous and having salvation, lowly and riding on a donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey.” [Zechariah 9:9]

The Word of God, His promises – is that enough for us?  Is it enough for you when you see that are struggling with recurring pain and sickness to know that God’s Word promises that you are healed in the most important way whether that means you will be healed in your body?  Is it enough for you when you see you are struggling with deep loneliness and sadness to know that God’s Word promises that you are never forsaken and that you dwell securely in Jesus’ arms?  Is it enough for you when you see the many sins that you have committed, how you have failed, miserably failed, to love others, how you have miserably failed to heed God’s Word of rebuke to bridle your mouth when you speak of others, to know that God’s Word declares you righteous and blameless.  And that Jesus is praying for your faith and for your love of others?  Yes, it is enough.  Jesus gives you the faith in His promises to confess that straight in the face of Satan who says, “It is not enough.”

And because Satan comes with this, we have this wonderful season of the Church year.  Today begins the season of Advent, where the key word is come.  Jesus came, Jesus comes, and Jesus will come again.

Jesus came and what you saw was a man tied upon a cross, stripped naked.  What you don’t see is that by His being tied, He sets you free from your guilt.  Jesus was stripped naked so that your shame is covered.

Jesus comes.  What you see is bread and wine.  What you see is a young preacher and maybe a reader of God’s Word who stumbles over some name of Old Testament people and citied.  The word of the Gospel goes out not with the strength of horses or armies or the sword, but in humble, lowly preaching. We must impress this on our hearts, for Jesus’ kingdom, His church, is so very easy to despise, so easy to be bored with, so easy be lazy for, so easy to ignore when you think you need real help and real need.  What you don’t see is God’s promise of strength and growth.  What you don’t see is the truth that it is enough, until He comes again to judge both the living and the dead, visibly, seen by your eyes.

You see, Jesus coming now is needed for your faith because whatever your situation, the devil will come and use it to deceive you from the faith, from this truth.  Where you have everything you need, he will tempt you to believe that this means you’re good enough in God’s eyes and don’t need to feed your faith with His Word and Supper.

Where you encounter success and strength, he will come and tempt you to believe your worldly success merits God’s favor — you deserve it, just look at you.  Who needs grace?

Where you suffer hardship and persecution, he will come and mercilessly stab you with shame and guilt; for when you bear a burden like that, it is difficult to believe that you are, in fact, blameless before God.

And as you struggle with doubt, the devil will come to whisper that your attempts to be strong in faith simply aren’t good enough.

That is why your King comes to you now: righteous and having salvation, your righteousness, your blamelessness, your peace, your salvation.  You cannot see Him, but you can hear Him.  It is enough.  Amen.

