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Is It Well with Our Departed Loved Ones? 

Dear Christian Friends: 
Were we less formal as Lutherans, this All Saints Day we might be singing 

that popular song, "I Love a Parade." Today, in the church's memory, all the saints 
of old pass in review. Heading the parade, I suppose, are the great apostles: Peter, 
Paul, John, and the others. Then follow the martyrs of the early church—Polycarp 
of Symrna, last seen, his body aflame, burning at the stake rather than deny Jesus, 
his King and Savior. There is Justin Martyr, beheaded rather than compromise his 
faith in Jesus by offering sacrifice to heathen gods. And then follow the early 
missionaries, men like Patrick, apostle to Ireland, and Boniface, missionary to the 
Anglo-Saxons in northern Europe; also Ansgar who brought the Gospel to the Danes, 
and later St. Olaf, Christian king of Norway. Then come the great Reformers, men 
like Martin Luther, courageous reformer, witness to the Gospel at great cost to 
himself and his followers, a man who moved the superstructure of the church off 
the crumbling foundation of papal decrees and dogma to the bedrock of the Word of 
God, the Scriptures, the apostles and the prophets, and Jesus Christ Himself, the 
chief cornerstone (Eph. 2:20). 

And who else follows in this train of saints passing in memory's view? By this 
time we may be craning our necks and standing tip toe to see, way down the line in 
this parade of the saints, some of the people we knew so well. They are there, we 
know, because they died in the faith in Jesus. How are they now? We would like to 
know. Is it well with grandmother or grandfather or my beloved husband or wife, 
my father or mother, or the child I miss so very much? In a cemetery located near 
the southwestern wall of the Old City of Jerusalem, a tombstone marks the resting 
place of a young British soldier who died in 1939 as member of the Palestine 
Police. He was only 27 years old. The epitaph inscribed on that stone is a message 
from his parents in far off Britain. It reads, "Ever loving memory of our dear son, 
Ron, always in our thoughts, [signed] Mum and Dad." Love will not let us forget the 
saints in our families. 

And, is fellowship possible with these departed loved ones? Certainly not 
through seances or superstitious reaching out, nor even by modern attempts to 
peer beyond the veil from the testimony of those once regarded medically dead, but 
revived and living today. Don't go down any of those roads. Where then? Where shall 
we turn? On this All Saints Day let us turn to the Scriptures, to the Book of 
Revelation, chapter seven. 

Where are the Saints? 

At the outset of our inquiry, it would be well to be satisfied with what the Bible 
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says about heaven. Most of us are impatient with the revelation! We have so many 
questions. Could God be just a little more generous and tell us more? Probably not. 
He does not think so. When Jesus multiplied the five barley loaves and fed 5000 
people, the disciples were so taken by the wonder of the miracle that they could not 
focus upon Him who was the bread of life. That was unfortunate. We had best not 
speculate about the glories of heaven or demand of God more disclosure than He 
gives, but simply trust the words of St. Paul. Christ's own believers shall be glori
fied in grandeur with which nothing in this age can compare (cf. Rom. 8:18). Let 
things be! 

But the New Testament adds to St. Paul's words the testimony of that other 
apostle, St. John, who received the revelation of God while on the Isle of Patmos. 
John also tells what God wants us to know. Though we are eager to know more, and 
many of our questions go unanswered, listen, for John promises, "Blessed is he who 
reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who 
keep what is written therein" (Rev. 1:3). The opening words of chapter four of this 
prophecy, the Book of Revelation, read, "After this I looked, and lo, in heaven an 
open door! And the first voice, which I heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, 
'Come up hither, and I will show you what must take place after this.' At once I was 
in the Spirit, and lo, a throne stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne!" (Rev. 
4:1-2). John is taken up into heaven in that vision, which he saw by the Spirit of 
God. He sees a throne which is the symbol of God and His authority and power. He 
sees One seated upon the throne. Then he sees those heavenly creatures, the twenty-
four elders seated around the throne, also the four living creatures, believed to 
represent all of God's creation (Rev. 4:4,6). 

Read on in this Book of Revelation. In chapter five, St. John tells us more 
about that scene in heaven: "And I saw in the right hand of him who was seated on 
the throne a scroll written within and on the back, sealed with seven seals; and I 
saw a strong angel proclaiming with a loud voice, Who is worthy to open the scroll 
and break its seals?'" (Rev. 5:1-2). The scroll and its seven seals represent those 
things which shall unfold in the last age. But no one could open that scroll, and 
John was moved to tears. He says, "I wept much that no one was found worthy to 
open the scroll or to look into it" (Rev. 5:4). Humanity lacks the knowledge to unfold 
the future. Nor does that future open by means of the occult. Science, and even 
religion, cannot pry open the future. The secrets are not in the stars, nor in your 
palms. But one of the twenty-four elders said to John, "Weep not, lo, the Lion of the 
tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and 
its seven seals" (Rev. 5:5b). And who is this Lion of Judah and Root of David? He is 
our Lord Jesus Christ. See how He appears in this heavenly scene. John reports, 
"And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders, I saw 
a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain...and He went and took the scroll 
from the right hand of him who was seated on the throne" (Rev. 5:6-7). 

Read on. Chapter six of the Book of Revelation tells what was in those seven 
seals opened by the Lamb for He alone is the Lord of history. It is for Him not only 
to predict, but to control, the destiny of the creation and the universe, the destiny of 
the world's people, and especially the future of those whom He has redeemed. That 
brings us to chapter seven, where John reports what we have waited to hear, verse 
nine: "After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no man could num
ber, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the 
throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their 
hands" (Rev. 7:9). 
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How so They Stand? 

Who are these in John's vision? And who is numbered among them? They are 
the saints, that entire parade of believers from Old Testament times, believers in 
New Testament times, the Christians, those martyrs, the great missionaries, the 
Reformers, and those Christians who were our families and our friends. The power 
of Jesus the Lord, crucified and risen again, has brought them there. They were not 
left in some lonely grave. In death, they were on their way home. Yes, it is a home
coming for they who are gathering before God and with the Lamb. Every time one 
whom we have loved and with whom we have walked the pathways of life departs, 
goes forward, and leaves us standing here, our hearts naturally press for answers. 
We ask, "What has happened to them? Where are they now? What does this expe
rience mean to them?" What it means to us we already know too well. For us, it is 
an experience of sorrow, loss and bereavement. 

In Psalm 116, the writer shocks us when he exclaims in the fifteenth verse, 
"Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints." Of all the words we 
might ever have used to describe the experience of death, the word "precious" is 
probably the last one that would have come to our minds. The passing of our loved 
ones is anything but precious to us who remain here. But the psalmist, by faith, 
saw the other side. He saw God's great heart of love, longing and yearning for the 
homecoming of one of His redeemed children. We see the home-leaving, the going 
away, but with the instrument of faith the psalmist saw the homecoming. We see 
the loss; he saw the gain. We see the separation and the bereavement; he saw the 
joy and the reunion. We said the "good night" here; he heard the "good morning" 
there. 

Long ago someone reflected on the experience which we call death, 
and spoke of it in these words: 

"I am standing upon the seashore. A ship at my side spreads her white 
sails to the morning breeze, turns and starts for the wide blue ocean. She 
is an object of beauty and strength, and I stand and watch her until at 
length she is only a ribbon of white cloud just where the sea and the sky 
come together at a point on the distant horizon. Then someone at my side 
says, "There, she's gone.' Gone where? Gone from my sight—that is all. She 
is just as large in mast and hull and spar and sails as she was when she 
left my side, and just as able to bear her load of cargo to the place of 
destination. Her diminished size is in me, but she is not diminished a 
fraction. And just at the moment when someone at my side says, 'There, 
she's gone,' there are other voices ready to take up the glad shout, 'Here, 
she comes!' And that is dying." 

A nice story, perhaps, but truly lacking because so much more is said in this 
Book of Revelation about our loved ones who died in their faith in the Lord. In 
John's vision, see how they appear before God, standing confident in white robes. 
Yes, standing confident, for they surely belong there, robes washed of every stain 
and tarnish of sin in the blood of the Lamb who took away the sin of the world. 
There is no blemish in them, no sin, no mark or defect in character. They are 
beautiful people. And in their hands, says St. John, they hold palm branches. Yes, 
the saints, according to St. John's vision, wave palm branches in their hands to 
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celebrate their victory. Do you remember that old custom? Formerly in Christian 
tradition, they placed in the folded hands of a departed Christian at his or her 
burial, a little palm branch, a symbol of faith and hope and victory. And waving 
palm branches, the saints are singing, perhaps shouting, "Salvation belongs to our 
God who sits upon the throne, and to the Lamb!" (Rev. 7:10). And then the angels 
and the twenty-four elders and the four living creatures respond as if antiphonally, 
"...saying, 'Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and 
power and might be to our God for ever and ever! Amen'" (Rev. 7:12). Jesus said 
there would be joy in heaven over one sinner that repents. Is heaven a happy state 
or place? Not just one sinner, but the entire throng of every kindred and people and 
nation and tongue, the whole company of those, once sinners, now saints, stirs 
supreme excitement and joy in heaven! 

Happiness of the Saints 

There is much happiness over the saints in heaven, but are they happy, are 
they blessed? That is what we want to know most of all. According to what he saw 
in that vision, St. John reports that in heaven they hunger no more, neither thirst. 
The Lamb in the midst of the throne is their Shepherd. He who came once to bring 
life abundantly will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes (Rev. 7:15-17). These expressions are rich and full of 
meaning. The saints, well cared for, sheltered by the presence of God, are secure. 
The sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat—symbols of the hardships, 
pain, and affliction that come to believers in this world. None of these sufferings 
afflict the saints in glory. Secure, sheltered, cared for, singing praises, serving God 
day and night—what is your estimate of their happiness? Do you think that the 
saints in heaven ever read the headlines we must read? Do you think that they ever 
see the violence and the brutality and the pain portrayed before our eyes one 
newscast after another? Do they ever worry about the averages catching up with 
them, that one day, serious trouble will befall them? Do they ever feel a twitch of 
pain? Do you think that they are ever sad? The saints who have come from great 
tribulation now live the victory of those words in Luther's battle hymn of the Refor
mation, "And take they our life, goods, fame, child, and wife, let these all be gone, 
they yet have nothing won; the Kingdom ours remaineth!" 

Can We Fellowship with the Saints? 

But a more urgent question lingers: is there any way we may fellowship with 
the saints while we remain here on earth? Someone answered that question this 
way: faith unites us, and does so even though we are very much conscious of the 
great divide between time and death. There is a bond that draws us close to them, 
and that bond is our common Lord Jesus Christ. O, we wish to be near the saints, 
the loved ones we yet cherish in love. We are homesick for them. To hear their 
voices, to know again the touch of their hands, to be in their presence, sitting across 
a table, to step out and share life with them—what we would give for just one day 
with our loved ones! How we would plan the day, and fill that day with important 
and delightful ventures. We would have much catching up to do, so many things to 
tell and to share. 

Such longing on our part draws us to the place of their rest, to the graveyard, to 
the cemetery. But, do you know, if we wish to be close and near to our loved ones who 
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died in the Lord, the place is not the cemetery, where only their physical remains lie 
at rest. The place to have communion with them, to be close, is here, near to the 
Lord at the Lord's Table. The Holy Communion of the Lord is the Sacrament that 
links us to Him and to the saints who celebrate and praise Him. The text in 
Revelation tells us that the Lamb is in the midst of the throne, and He is their 
Shepherd, caring for them in every way. Today, this same Lamb is truly present 
here, the Lamb of God, who gives us heavenly food, His very Body and Blood to
gether with the bread and the wine, for the cleansing of our robes, cleansing from 
the marks and tarnishes of sin. With Him, we have closeness of fellowship and 
unity with our departed loved ones who are so beautifully cared for and protected in 
Him and His presence in heaven. Let us be at this table without fail! Partaking of 
Christ and His strength and life, let us be busy serving Him as do the saints, 
serving our blessed Lord through the remainder of our lives. It is like getting an 
early start, and joyfully so, before our coronation with them in glory. 

Conclusion 

Is it well with our departed loved ones? A marquee on a church lawn reads, 
"Faith is trusting God even when questions go unanswered." Some things, yes, 
many things, we do not comprehend nor understand. From that same cemetery in 
the Old City of Jerusalem, there yet is another epitaph on the tombstone of an
other British soldier who fell as a member of those Palestine Police, again a lad 27 
years old. It reads and expresses what we are feeling this All Saints Day about our 
loved ones: "We'll meet again at God's right hand and then we'll understand!" 
Amen 

Richard H. Warneck 

Twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 27) 
Exodus 3:1-15 

November 11,2007 

The preceding context: Exodus 1 describes the brutal oppression of God's people 
as slaves in Egypt. The second chapter introduces Moses—his birth, adoption, 
flight to Midian, and marriage. The final verses of chapter two, however, return to 
the theme of Israel's suffering in Egypt. Their groaning and crying become prayers 
to God, and the chapter ends: "And God heard their groaning, and God remembered 
his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. And God saw the sons of 
Israel. And God knew" (Ex. 2:24-25). The fourfold repetition of "God" as subject 
along with these verbs of attentiveness and empathy create a strong sense of 
anticipation in the narrative. All eyes are on the God of Abraham. Certainly He 
will not leave His people in such suffering. 

Textual observations: As Exodus 3 shifts the scene back to Moses in Midian, 
the pericope is peppered with one verbal root: "see" (ΠΚΊ). As Moses leads the flock, 
the angel of Yahweh appears (Niphal of n*n) to Moses in a fiery flame (v. 2). Then 
Moses turns aside to see (ΠΚΊ) this great sight (a noun form of πκ-ι, V. 3). Yahweh sees 

CONCORDIA JOURNAL/OCTOBER 2007 385 



that Moses has turned aside to see (v. 4). In verse 7, God announces climactically: 

75» τχτηκ TPin r\vn 
I have surely seen the affliction of My people... 

Here is an emphatic double use of "see" (πκπ), with the Infinitive Absolute 
acting as an intensifier. The final two words of this clause form a sound pair, 
heightening the emphasis on this line, and verse 7 continues, "...and I have heard 
(ι?Ώϋ) their cries from before their slave-drivers; indeed, I know (irr) their suffer
ings." All of this contributes to a strong picture of an engaged, watchful, empathie 
God, moved by His people's sufferings and struggles. 

God's watchfulness is not idle; it flows into a promise of action in verse 8: "I 
will descend to rescue them from the hand of Egypt and to bring them up from that 
land to a good and spacious land, flowing with milk and honey...." 

In verse 10, God announces Moses' role in His saving plan. While Moses regis
ters his objection ("Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh?"), Exodus 3:1-15 should 
not be preached as the "Hesitant Moses" pericope. That theme emerges clearly in 
the next chapter. Here, God's reply maintains a theocentric focus: "I will be (rrna) 
with you" (v. 12). 

Moses' hypothetical question "What is His name?" (v. 13) and God's conclusive 
"This is my name forever" (v. 15) bracket the final section of the narrative. In 
between, God declares Himself as "I am who I am" (,τπκ -NBK ΓΡΠΚ) and connects this 
with the divine name Yahweh. Rather than waxing philosophical on "the I Am," it 
may be best to trace this "name" back through the rvm of verse 12 ("I will be with 
you") to the concrete self-description of God in verses 6-11, especially to all of the 
first-person verbs. To these could be added the "I will certainly visit you" of verse 
16. Who is this God? He is the God who has remembered His covenant with Abraham, 
who has surely seen, heard, and known the sufferings of the people, and who is 
about to come down, deliver them, bring them up to a good land—He will be with 
them. This is the essence of the name "Yahweh." 

The Exodus context: The narrative is one of three fiery scenes in Exodus: the 
burning bush (Ex. 3), the fire on Sinai (Ex. 20), and the fire of God's glory-presence 
in the Tabernacle (Ex. 40: 34,38). All three scenes include not only fire, but also an 
emphasis on holiness and the question of access/approach. Together, they frame 
one of Exodus' great themes: "Exodus cannot be described simply as the book of the 
holiness of the Lord, nor simply as the book of the presence of the Lord, but as the 
book of the holy God present in all his holiness at the heart of the people's life, their 
provident saviour and friend, who makes provision whereby they, in all their un-
worthiness, may live safely with him" (J. A. Motyer, The Message of Exodus, 25). 

The episode of the golden calf and the ensuing conversation between Moses 
and Yahweh (Ex. 32-34) is also a key text in developing this theme. How can God go 
about with a stiff-necked and unfaithful people? God's answer to this dilemma 
flows from His mercy (Ex. 34:6-7) and will be manifested in the tabernacle, its 
priests, its altar, and its sacrifices. 

The burning bush account in Exodus 3 serves to introduce the problem and 
highlights the character of God which creates the dilemma in the first place. God in 
His fiery holiness cannot be approached by sinners. Yet God in His compassion, 
His will to save, and His desire to be with His people cannot remain far off! In 
drawing Moses near, even as He warns him about approaching, God reveals in 
microcosm His seeing, calling, and being with the sons of Israel...and us. 
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Christ and the Burning Bush: In the fullness of time, the Angel of the Lord 
came down from heaven clothed not in flame but in flesh. He called prostitutes and 
priests alike to follow him. His eyes looked upon the beggars, the blind, the lep
rous, the demon-possessed, the desperate; He listened to their cries; He knew their 
pains. In fact, no one on earth has known the pain of humanity like the Angel of the 
Lord. From the mount of the burning bush he declared: "I know their sufferings" 
(Ex. 3:7). Yet from the mount of the Cross, He declares: "I know your sufferings, for 
I myself have borne them." 

Peter writes: "For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the 
unrighteous, that he might bring us to God." Jesus knows our pains. He has come 
down to deliver us. He has brought us to God. Already, we draw near and worship 
Him acceptably, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire (Heb. 
12:28-29). 

One day soon, the light and momentary sufferings of this life will be laid aside. 
Jesus will come. He will gather us from the ends of the earth and bring us into the 
presence of God and of the Lamb. He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire. 
And we will not hide our eyes, but we will lift up our heads in joy and look upon the 
face of God. 

Suggested Outline: 

I. Where is God when everything is going wrong? 
II. The Story of the Burning Bush. 
III. Observations re: the God of the Burning Bush. 

A. He sees, hears, knows (w. 7,9). 
B. He remembers His promises (v. 6; cf. 2:24). 
C. He acts to rescue His people (w. 8,10). 
D. He promises to be with them (v. 12). 
E. This is His "name"—how He desires to be known to us! 

IV. In Jesus Christ, the God of the Burning Bush has appeared for you. 
(A. through E. above as embodied in Jesus' saving work and Name.) 

Thomas J. Egger 

Twenty-fifth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 28) 
Malachi 4:1-6 

November 18,2007 

General considerations: The ancient Stoics thought of the world as originally 
existing in a pristine, perfect, uncorrupted state, which they looked upon as the 
Golden Age. Then corruption set in, and the world got progressively worse. When 
things became too bad, the universal logos would step in and bring it to an end in a 
great conflagration, and a new world would rise out of the ashes of the old. This 
process will continue ad infinitum. 

This is not unlike the view of many people today who look upon an earlier 
period, such as the time of their childhood or young adulthood, as a better, more 
wholesome age. The general view is that things are getting progressively worse 
politically, environmentally, morally, educationally, etc. Someone has recently pro
jected that if the human race were removed from the face of the earth, the world 
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would recover environmentally from its damaged condition and in time return to 
an ecologically harmonious, pristine state. 

Obviously these views have parallels in Scripture's picture of the world having 
been created in a perfect state with uncorrupted human beings and nature living in 
perfect harmony, with no death or deterioration of any kind. Then sin entered and 
everything was on a slippery slope to its eventual destruction at the end of time. 
Somewhat like Stoicism's universal logos, God will bring the old and wicked order 
to an end and recreate a new and perfect heaven and earth because of the redemp
tive work of His Son. This is largely the prevailing message of the Scripture read
ings for the end of a church year. Our text this morning is no exception. 

Textual considerations: Malachi is the last of the Old Testament prophets »writ
ing the last book of the Old Testament before a hiatus of four hundred years be
tween the two Testaments. It is certainly fitting that the Old Testament should 
begin with the creation of a perfect world with perfect people and a harmonious 
natural order. The first three chapters of Genesis begins with three major and 
dramatic events: (1) the creation of a perfect world, including perfect people; (2) the 
fall of Adam and Eve and the consequential punishment of death and destruction 
of all human beings and the natural order; and (3) the promise of a Savior who 
would redeem mankind and prepare the way for the creation of a new heaven and 
a new earth. 

In our text the Old Testament has come full cycle as a nice transition to the 
New Testament. Here we have a counterpart to, or a reminder of, the three events 
in Genesis 1-3 in the reminder of the final day of destruction when the evildoers 
will be like stubble, set ablaze, and totally destroyed-"totally eradicated" (v. 1) 
and "become like ashes" (v. 3). Next, there is the promise of a Savior, with the 
promise that the "sun of righteousness" (Christ) shall "arise with healing in its 
wings" and tread down the wicked (clearly recalling the imagery of Genesis 3:15). 
The promise of a Messiah is continued in verse 5 with the promise of Elijah (Christ's 
forerunner, John the Baptist), who will precede the "awesome day of the Lord," the 
birth of the Christ child. Then in verse 6 we have a promise of renewal or the 
restoration of harmony in the human family ("he will turn the hearts of fathers to 
their children and the hearts of children to their fathers"). No more Cains killing 
Abels or serpents biting human heels. In other words, there will be a new heaven 
and a new earth. 

Homiletical considerations: The text recalls the three major events recounted 
at the beginning of Genesis, which are the three major themes of the Christian 
message: creation, the advent of sin and its consequential punishments, and the 
promise of a Messiah, reiterated here in verses 2 and 5. 

Just as Malachi transitions his readers for the end of the old dispensation and 
the beginning of the Messianic age, so the last Sundays in the church year prepare 
us to move from the long Pentecost season to that of Advent. This text contains 
both the somber strains of judgment and final conflagration and the anticipated 
dawn of God's new order. 

The text includes a lot of imagery that can be further developed and integrated 
into the sermon. The "burning like an oven" and "shall set them ablaze" can recall 
the flaming sword placed at the entrance to the Garden of Eden to keep Adam and 
Eve out, the raining down of fire and brimstone, and the New Testament picture of 
hell as an everlasting fire or fiery furnace. One of the descriptions of those who will 
be punished is "arrogant." Arrogance or pride is usually considered the real sin 
that motivated Adam and Eve to eat the forbidden fruit. The reference to Christ as 
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"the sun of righteousness" certainly identifies Jesus as the sinless Son of God who 
will bring us true righteousness through faith in His redemptive work on the cross. 
"You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall" suggests the new sympathy 
that will exist between man and nature-a return to the perfect harmony prior to 
the fall. The new harmony between father and children, or parent and child, will 
bring to an end the disharmony that began immediately with the fall when Adam 
blamed Eve for his sin (I cannot imagine a wife becoming more irate and upset 
with her husband than when Adam blames Eve for leading the world into sin) and 
when Cain kills his brother. The text ends with the threat of complete destruction 
hanging over the human race if they do not repent and return to God through the 
work of the promised Messiah. 

Suggested outline: 

The Three Great Themes of Scripture and the Christian Faith 

I. Creation. 
A. The original creation was a perfect paradise in which universal harmony 

prevailed. 
B. The new heaven and earth will be even better than their original manifes

tation in that sin will not be allowed to recur. 
II. Sin and its punishment. 

A. Punishments were meted out to Adam, Eve, and the entire created order. 
B. The world is still under God's judgment and we experience those punish

ments every day of our lives. 
III. The promise and coming of a Savior. 

A. Malachi and the people of the Old Testament lived in anticipation of the 
Messiah. 

B. We live and will soon rejoice in the certainty of Christ's advent and the 
completion of His redemptive work, which prepares the way for God's 
bringing into existence a new heaven and earth. 

Quentin F. Wesselschmidt 

Last Sunday of the Church Year (Proper 29) 
Malachi 3:13-18 

November 25,2007 

Preliminary Considerations: After 9/11 many Christians throughout the world 
questioned the justice of God in Christ. More recently, at the collapse of the 1-35 
Bridge spanning the Mississippi River in Minneapolis, Minnesota, resulting in the 
loss of life and injury, the justice of God remains questioned. Perhaps the issue 
that continues to irritate many Christians relates to unbelievers who seem to have 
all material things, that is, 'luck' going their way. With wars and rumors of war, 
pestilence, the murder of families, and the starvation of so many throughout the 
world, God remains a just God. He shows no favoritism. Yet those who continue to 
spurn His love and justice, serving themselves with their good works and not the 
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Creator God, He will as separate the wicked from the righteous. God is a just God. 
The context of these verses addresses why Israel waits in vain for the Lord's judg
ment and salvation. It is not because of the Lord; it is due to the ongoing transgres
sion of God's commandments for holy living. In spite of this, those who continue to 
live by works believe that they are righteous in the sight of God. As a result, 
Malachi shows them their sin of trying to defraud God by their work righteousness. 
Yahweh now deals with the impatient murmuring and complaints of His people 
toward those whom they believe get all of the breaks in life. As God's covenant 
people, they have done all that the Lord asks in worship and service, yet they do not 
see any reward, while those who continue to live their work-righteous life have it 
all. This complaining is unjust. According to His time, the Lord God will distin
guish between the wicked and those who fear the Lord and walk in His way. As 
God's people who feared and loved Him, they continued to see this apparent injus
tice by God. As a result, they sat around as we do today and chatted about seeing 
the general hypocrisy and wickedness by those who claim to follow God. The Lord 
God heard their conversations. And so, a Book of Remembrance was written before 
Him. This was a common practice in Persia, Judah and Israel. This book was 
written before Yahweh in order that it might lie before Yahweh and remind Him of 
the righteous and their deeds of faith. This is not a work of supererogation, but 
God's covenant grace. It is always profitable to serve the Lord by faith alone. 

God is a Just God 

We live in a world that does not seem fair. The world is not fair. Only the Lord 
God of Sabaoth is fair and just. We see many unbelievers, or those who want to 
serve both God and the flesh, reap great financial and social rewards. I have heard 
many Christians say, "It just doesn't seem fair. They mock and spurn God and yet 
they come away with the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow." And so, we rail 
against God at His seemingly unjust approach to those who serve Him. Those who 
do evil in the sight of the Lord appear to prosper, while those who serve Him 
struggle from paycheck to paycheck. How can anyone reconcile this apparent injus
tice? God in Christ is the only one on whom we rely for His justice. By His grace, we 
know that on the last great Day of Judgment, we will see Him separate the wicked 
from those who serve God. God is a just God. God's justice is not blind. 
Outline: 

I. God's justice is not blind. 
A. God sees the unbelievers prospering in the world (v. 15). 
B. God sees the unbelievers put Him to the test and escape (v. 15). 

II. God's justice is fair and just. 
A. The word of God sees and hears those who do not serve Him (v. 18). 
B. The word of God sees and hears those who serve Him (13,14,17). 

Conclusion: We live in a world that does not seem fair and just to those who by 
blood, sweat, and tears continue to live from paycheck to paycheck. The saying 
goes: "The rich get richer and the poor get poorer." Where is justice to be found? It is 
found in Christ Jesus, who came to seek and to save all sinners from sin, death, 
and the power of the devil. His justice is not blind. His justice is fair and just to all. 
He will judge all persons by their deeds. Those who live a hedonistic, arrogant life 
style, seeking to Tiave their cake and eat it too,' will be separated from those who by 
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faith alone live the life of Christ in this world. Do not despair and wonder why good 
things happen to wicked people. God is not mocked. God is a just God. This we know 
because He is True God and True Man. 

Robert W. Weise 

Advent 1 
Romans 13: (8-10) 11-14 

December 2,2007 

Comments on the text: 1. Two factors mentioned in the text prompt the unique 
Christian behavior called for in the text. The one is a command: "Owe no man any 
thing, but to love one another" (v. 8). The other is a promise: "Now is our salvation 
nearer" (v. 11). The debt of love we owe our neighbor and the imminence of our full 
salvation attendant upon the second coming of Jesus deserve from us everyday 
conduct appropriate to these phenomena. 

2. The dominant metaphor in verses 11-14 is that of time, more specifically 
day and night images: "knowing the time," "it is high time," "awake out of sleep," 
"now is our salvation nearer," "the night is far spent," "the day is at hand," "cast off 
the works of darkness," and "walk honestly as in the day." Even the clothing meta
phors, "put on the armour of light" and "put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ," are 
consistent with these day and night images since getting dressed is an activity we 
associate with waking up from a night's sleep and getting up for a day's activity. 

3. The day versus night images in this text are useful in providing a fuller 
picture of evil. Evil is something we need to awaken from as well as refrain from. 
Evil can be passive as well as active. Evil consists of lethargy in respect to good as 
well as occupation in respect to evil. Evil is a condition with which we are afflicted, 
not just an activity into which we enter. Evil is inside us, not only outside us. 

4. The Ring James rendition, "chambering" (v. 13), is more clearly translated 
as "adultery" or "immorality" in modern versions. Yet the archaic expression "cham
bering" is more specific and more picturesque, depicting not merely the act of 
immorality but also its frequent locale—the bed chamber. "Chambering" is an 
instance of metonymy, one thing (the location) calling to mind another thing (the 
activity) too often associated with it. 

5. We recognize in the ear-filling catalog of sins in verse 13 a familiar distinc
tion: sins of the flesh ("rioting," "drunkenness," "chambering," "wantonness") ver
sus sins of the disposition ("strife" and "envying"). Society—at least respectable 
society (such as church members)—tends to regard the former as worse than the 
latter. Whereas society often condemns, ostracizes, banishes, arrests, jails, and 
punishes those who commit sins of the flesh, it often tolerates, associates with, or 
even welcomes those guilty of sins of the disposition. But Paul pulls no punches. He 
calls both kinds of sin "works of darkness." With God there is no distinction. He 
who hates his brother is a murderer as well as the person who kills his brother (1 
John 3:15). He who lusts for a woman in his heart is an adulterer as well as the 
person who seduces her (Matt. 5:28). None of us, therefore, can escape the scathing 
indictment of our text. 

6. The garment metaphor of verse 14, "put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ," subtly 
suggests that the cure for evil behavior and the power for good behavior lie not in 
ourselves but in Christ. Refraining from evil and performing good are not the 
products of human resolution and human will power. Virtue is not of our own 
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manufacture; it is something from outside us, given to us and placed upon us like 
an article of clothing. 

7. The portrait of the second coming of Christ on Judgment Day in our text is 
the positive correlative to the more negative portrait ofthat event in the alternate 
Gospel for this Sunday (Matt. 24: 36-44), in which there are ominous pictures of 
people caught unaware by the end of the world and in which we are urged to be on 
guard for that event as we would be on guard for a surprise burglary. But in our text 
we are reminded that what is imminent is "salvation," a pleasant word describing 
a pleasant entity. Besides, the text depicts that salvation as an accomplished fact. 
"It is finished," as Jesus said on the cross. Expressions like "Judgment Day" or 
"the end of the world" may have negative connotations, but the phrase "salvation 
nearer" puts the phenomenon in a more positive light. The phrase reminds us of 
the fabulous blessing that comes to us Christians when human life and human 
history are over. "The day is at hand" (v. 12) is another pleasant way in which the 
text calls to mind our glorious future. Hence, Christ's second coming is not only 
something about which we are cautioned, "Watch therefore" and "be ye also ready 
for" (Matt. 24: 42 and 44), but also something for which we are urged to "look up, 
and lift up [our] heads; for [our] redemption draweth nigh" (Luke 21:28). 

8. The "avoid evil" imperatives of verses 11-14 are sandwiched between two 
discussions of Christian love, a generic one in verses 8-10 of the text and a specific 
one about the application of that principle to disagreements over the eating of 
certain foods and the observance of certain days in the verses following the text 
(chapter 14). The point suggested is that Christian behavior consists not only of 
the avoidance of evil (negative and passive) but also of the practice of love (positive 
and active). 

9. "Flesh" in verse 14 refers not to the human body but to the body of sin. 
"Flesh" is another term for our sinful nature, what we sometimes call our old 
Adam or old man. When Paul says, "make not provision for the flesh," he is urging 
us not to pamper our sinful nature, not to look out for the welfare of our old Adam. 
For example, "make not provision for the flesh" means that if you cannot hold your 
drinks, stay away from the bar. If you have sticky fingers, do not run for the office of 
treasurer. If you are plagued with filthy thoughts, do not watch a beauty contest. If 
you consistently lose your temper at bridge, give up cards. The power for carrying 
out Paul's injunction, "make not provision for the flesh," lies in the words immedi
ately preceding that injunction: "put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ." Clothing our
selves with Christ's righteousness will empower our obedience. 
Suggested outline: 

Paul's Advent Challenge to Us 

I. Recognize that our full and completed salvation attendant upon Christ's sec
ond coming is nearer (v. 11). 

II. Recognize that so near and so great a salvation (w. 12-13), as well as the debt 
of love we owe our neighbor (w. 8-10), deserves everyday conduct appropriate 
to these phenomena. 

III. Recognize that the Gospel, "putting on the Lord Jesus Christ," is God's means 
by which to meet Paul's challenge (v. 14). 

Francis C. Rossow 
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Advent 2 
Romans 15:4-13 

December 9,2007 

In our day a challenge of preaching in Advent, it seems, is to avoid celebrating 
the incarnation before Christmas arrives. On the Sundays in Advent (Year A) the 
key is to look toward the Savior as King (received with joy), as Judge (received with 
repentance), as Prophet (the coming of the kingdom of God, a spiritual kingdom) 
and, finally, with great rejoicing at the arrival of Immanuel (God with us). On this 
second Sunday of Advent, Romans 15:4-13 accents "hope," which is linked to the 
joy at Christmas on the arrival of a Savior and with giving glory to God for his great 
gift. Indeed, did not Isaiah look for a shoot to come from a stump (new life, a 
spiritual blossoming) as a signal for the nations? Can there be true joy without 
hope preceding it? Real praise without hope for something? Hope encompasses all 
that Advent seeks. 

Romans 15 makes the case for "hope" which Scripture encourages (v. 4) and 
with which the Holy Spirit would fill us (v. 13). The preacher will seek to offer the 
listeners hope in a Savior who empties Himself of glory and heavenly honor for the 
sake of those who can bring no righteousness of their own before God. He will help 
the hearers take their focus off purely human celebrations, off material gift-giving 
and off any unpredictable factors that the world considers key to a full and whole
some life. 

For the believer "hope" (ελπίδα) has godly content. It is more than expectation 
of some kind of future, good or bad, or a comfort in time of distress. While it is free 
of anxiety (Is. 7:3-9), it is not based on riches (Job 31:24) or the accumulation of 
things as our consumer society teaches. Rather it is an expectation of good; it is a 
yearning for God's actions (Jer. 17:7). Indeed, hope is a quiet waiting on God (Is. 
30:15; 2 Cor. 1:3). It is faith—the conviction of things not seen (Heb. 11:10)—that 
it is God who created all things, that it is good to follow the Lord's command, and 
that is looking to Jesus who endured the cross and now sits at the right hand of the 
throne of God. It is a steadfast hope "in our Lord Jesus Christ" because we are 
loved by God (1 Thess. 1:3). Hope is linked with faith and with love (1 Cor. 13:13), 
for a true giving of self in love results from faith and hope. What then results when 
hope "abounds"? We are filled with all knowledge, we have an ability to instruct 
one another, and we are an acceptable offering sanctified by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 
15:14-16). 

Hope is not focused on avoiding anxiety or achieving a sense of security or 
finding a preferred happy state of being. It focuses on the bringer of good gifts, the 
Lord Jesus Christ, servant of all. It wants to glorify God, as the four quotations 
from Holy Scripture illustrate, namely, David's song of deliverance from his en
emies and from Saul, "The Lord is my rock and my fortress" (2 Sam. 22:50), the 
psalmist's call for "all peoples" to praise the LORD because "the faithfulness of 
the LORD endures forever (Ps. 117:1), the Song of Moses which proclaims "the 
name of the LORD" (Deut. 32:43), and Isaiah's prophecy of the coming of the "root 
of Jesse" (Is. 11:10), the very one who "has conquered" (Rev. 5:5) and who is the 
"bright morning star"—named Jesus (Rev. 22:16). The season of Advent then rightly 
climaxes in a twelve day Christmas celebration with its glorious music in honor of 
the incarnation of the Savior of the world. Our hope rests on Him who comes. 
Abounding in hope, we are filled with "joy" and "peace" in believing. Joy is about 
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the kingdom of God (Rom. 14:17) and faith (Phil. 1:25). Joy is a fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:22). We can even rejoice in suffering because this produces endurance, and 
endurance produces character, and character produces hope (Rom. 5:2-4). So we 
take part in a fellowship of both weeping and rejoicing with others (Rom. 12:15; 1 
Thess. 1:6). This joy in the Lord colors our lives now; in eternity it will be experi
enced fully in the presence of our God surrounded by endless hallelujahs. 

But hope is also attached to "peace." Godly peace is more than the opposite of 
war; it is a state of well-being, a condition of being whole, a gift of the Lord. Peace 
is what God wants us to have as a normal condition (1 Cor. 14:33). "Peace" is 
frequently part of a New Testament greeting and of a closing to a Pauline letter. 
Simeon, who waited a lifetime for the "consolation of Israel," has "peace" when 
before his death he takes the child Jesus in his arms (Luke 2:29). Real peace is 
knowing that we are reconciled with the Lord—all tensions of separation and of 
doubt about our future disappear. It comes when our minds are set on the Spirit 
(Rom. 8:6). Peace is ours when Christ comes to us, dwells among us, and draws us 
to Himself. To abound in hope is to have this joy and peace in Jesus. 
Outline: 

Waiting until He Comes—A Time of Hope 

I. Everyone wants hope. 
II. God wants His people to abound in hope. 

A. More than "some kind of future," it is confidence in His blessing. 
B. Not worldly stuff, seeking a celebrity image or pursuit of constant "happi

ness." 
III. Hope rests on faith in Christ (God's great act of mercy). 
IV. With hope come joy and peace. 

James L. Brauer 

Advent 3 
James 5:7-11 

December 16,2007 

Comments on the text: 1. The Epistle for this Sunday (our text) describes Christ's 
return on Judgment Day as something definitely worth waiting for. The OT reading 
(Is. 35:1-10) reinforces this generalization with numerous and vivid images, de
scribing both the Messianic age and the completion of that age attendant upon 
Christ's second coming in terms of wilderness and desert areas becoming habit
able and productive (w. 1-2, 7); the absence of ferocious beasts (w. 7 and 9); the 
fearful becoming bold and the handicapped becoming whole (w. 3-6); and the exiled 
returning home and the sorrowful rejoicing (v. 10). Whereas our text is concerned 
with the imminence of Christ's second coming, the Gospel (Matt. 11:2-15) is con
cerned with the identity of the Christ at His first coming. The "Art Thou He that 
should come?" of the Gospel is paralleled (in effect) by the 'How soon art Thou to 
come?' of our text. Further, John the Baptist's patience and perseverance in prison 
is no doubt one of the models James had in mind when in verse 10 of our text he 
points to "the prophets" as "an example of suffering affliction, and of patience." 
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2. The word "therefore" at the beginning of our text invites the question, "What 
is it there for?" The answer is that it connects our text to the immediately preced
ing context (James 5:1-6). In that passage, James describes the cruelty, corruption, 
and unfairness of certain rich people. In our text, James turns to the victims of 
their practices, urging them to exercise Christian patience. Actually, our text is 
connected to the broader context too. The issue of patience and perseverance in our 
text is a return to the very issue with which James began his letter (1:2-4). In short, 
patience is not merely the theme of this text—it is the theme of James's letter. 

3. "Be patient.. .unto the coming of the Lord" are the opening words of the text. 
Does James mean that we should be patient about people and events in general 
until Christ's second coming (as the word "unto" suggests)? Or does he mean that 
we should wait patiently for that coming itself? Is the Lord's return on Judgment 
Day the object of our patience? Verse 10 seems to support the former; verses 7-8 
seem to support the latter. Possibly, the question poses a false dichotomy, and the 
answer arrived at is a distinction without a difference. Ultimately, James intends 
that we do both: exercise patience during the period between now and the Lord's 
second coming as well as wait patiently for that event itself. 

4. Like the Word of God itself, the second coming of Jesus is a "two edged 
sword" (Heb. 4:12). As welcome as an abundant harvest (v. 7), Christ's return on 
Judgment Day, nevertheless, has also an ominous aspect for those prone to com
plain and grumble against their fellow Christians. "Behold, the judge standeth 
before the door" (v. 9). 

5. But the door the judge stands before is not only a door of condemnation, nor 
is the Lord who stands before it only a judge. Revelation 3:20 says of Jesus, "Be
hold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear My voice, and open the door, I 
will come into him, and will sup with him, and he with Me." Here we have a door of 
mercy letting in a Savior, not a judge. We point to this Gospel aspect of the door 
image not to offset the necessary Law James provides in our text but to realize the 
Gospel for which that Law is designed. 

6. As more recent translations clarify, "the end of the Lord" in verse 11 means 
"the goal or purpose of the Lord." 

7. It is significant that after mentioning the prophets in general and Job 
specifically as models for patience and perseverance, James ends up with a refer
ence to the Lord's pity and mercy (w. 10 and 11). Models can be helpful. They may 
encourage us. They provide specific patterns for us to imitate. But we need more 
than models to attain virtue. We need means. God's pity and mercy as evidenced in 
the life, damnation, death, and resurrection of His Son constitute that means. 
Only the Gospel can function as the means by which we attain virtue, in general, 
and patience and perseverance, in particular. 

8. "The Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy" (v. 11) echoes Psalm 103:8. 
The first part of this assurance emphasizes how God feels about us; the second 
part emphasizes how God acts in our behalf. God's love is never an abstraction. It 
always has teeth in it. "God is love" always means that "God loves." 
Suggested outline: 

James's Advent Challenge: Practice Patience! 

I. Patience "unto the coming of the Lord" (w. 7-8). 
A. Patience until the time of the Lord's coming. 
B. Patience for the Lord's coming. 
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IL Patience with other people. 
A. "Behold, the judge standeth before the door" (Law; v. 9). 
B. "Behold, I stand at the door, and knock" (Gospel; Rev. 3:20). 

III. Patience in suffering (w. 10-11). 
A. Models for patience: the prophets and Job (w. 10-11). 
B. Means to patience: the pity and mercy of God (v. lib). 

Francis C. Rossow 

Advent 4 
Romans 1:1-7 

December 23,2007 

Lectionary matters: One cannot help but notice that in Lutheran Service Book's 
(LSB) Year A, the Advent 4 readings, except for the Epistle, are the same as those 
for Christmas Eve. On further examination we see that the Christmas Eve, Mid
night, Dawn, and Day readings are the same in years A, B, and C, employing for 
Midnight what had been The Lutheran Hymnal's (TLH) Christmas Day readings, 
for Dawn TLifs Second Christmas Day readings and for Christmas Day the glori
ous prologue of John's Gospel (1:1-14), which is not found in the Christmas cycle of 
TLtTs one-year lectionary. (As many may know, the LSB three-year readings follow 
closely that of the Revised Common Lectionary, an ecumenical lectionary used by 
most North American church bodies—a Protestant version of the Roman Catholic 
post-Vatican II three-year lectionary.) The benefit of the LSB Christmas readings 
is that they present the Matthew, Luke, and John pericopes every year and place 
the Lukan birth account at the Midnight and Dawn services. In the Matthew year, 
lest it be omitted when it is not used on Christmas Eve, the Isaiah 7 and Mat-
thewl link of Old Testament and Gospel also occurs on the fourth Sunday of Ad
vent. What else from Matthew would be used in the "Matthew year" (A), if one does 
not want to employ the genealogy in Matthew 1:1-17? Therefore, since Year A 
employs Romans as a "continuous reading," primarily from Proper 3 to Proper 14 
(during the post-Pentecost season), the final Advent Sunday in Year A gets a strong 
Epistle about the mystery of the incarnation (Rom. 1:1-7). It thus becomes the 
distinctive element in A's Advent 4 readings! 

Paul's incarnational emphasis: The viewpoint of one who is "called to be an 
apostle" (v. 1) to those "who are called to belong to Christ" (v. 6) and especially to 
"those in Rome who are...called to be saints" (v. 7). For the "called" according to 
God's purpose, all things will work together for good (Rom. 8:28). Furthermore, 
they are called to be saints (1 Cor. 1:2). For them, whether Jew or Greek, the power 
and wisdom of God come through the preaching of Christ crucified (1 Cor. 1:24). By 
that Gospel the called and sanctified are also "kept for Jesus Christ" (Jude 1), for 
the Lamb, Lord of Lords and Ring of Kings, made war against the enemies of the 
kingdom and overcame them all. Those who are with Jesus are "called, chosen, and 
faithful" (Rev. 17:14). So the story of the divine yet human Savior must go forth 
with power proclaiming the risen Christ and drawing all nations to trust, obey, and 
honor the Lord and Savior of all. 

Features of the gift: Jesus Christ was "promised beforehand" when Isaiah con-
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fronted the idolater King of Judah, Ahaz, who rejected any "sign" from God. Never
theless, a sign was given that a virgin would bear a son, called Immanuel (God with 
us). How was this to be? Jesus Christ was descended from a human king, David. 
The genealogy of the royal line—fourteen generations, from Abraham to David, 
from David to Jeconiah, from Jeconiah to Joseph (husband of Mary)—is given in 
Matthew 1:1-17, which precedes today's Gospel. But Jesus Christ was also the Son 
of God. Matthew 1:18 says Mary "was found to be with child of the Holy Spirit" and 
in v. 20, "that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit." This fulfilled the 
promise of God given through Isaiah; it was accomplished "in power according to 
the Spirit of holiness" (Rom. 1:4). Luther gives strong insight into the mystery of 
God's way of saving and of calling into service when he comments on Matthew 7:14: 

How the dear Virgin Mary must have felt when the angel came and brought 
her the message that she was to be the mother of the Highest! (Luke 1:26 
ff.) Who was standing near her and believed this or that supported her? . 
.. Could not God have found any other one for this high work? Yet the only 
virgin He called to it was she, a poor, unknown, and despised maiden. 
What should the patriarch Abraham have done when he had to move out 
of Chaldea (Gen. 12:1 ff.). . . . [H]e had to say, "I will cling to His Word and 
follow that, regardless of whether I see the whole world going differently." 
So also Mary must have thought: "I shall let God worry about what He is 
to do with others. I will abide by the Word that I hear, telling me what He 
plans to do with me." [Luther, Martin. Luther's Works, Vol. 21: The Sermon 
on the Mount and the Magnificat, ed. by J. J. Pelikan, H. C. Oswald & H. 
T. Lehmann (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1965.)] 

The Lord of the universe, working through signs, wonders, and the word of the 
Holy Spirit, "declares" (v. 5) the resurrected victor to be the Son of God. He is the 
Immanuel ("God with us"). 

Indeed, it is through Jesus Christ that we receive "grace." Since we have no 
claim on the gift, this grace is a quality of God (Gal. 2:2), actualized in the cross and 
proclaimed to sinners in the Gospel (Rom. 3:23-24). By grace we are called to be 
God's sons and daughters (Rom. 5:2) and grace received by faith leads to obedience 
(cf. the "obedience of faith" also in Rom. 15:18 and 16:26). This is the fruit of the 
promise; namely the work of the God-man Jesus and the distribution of the good 
news to the nations for the raising up of saints. Immanuel is the most marvelous 
gift! Let the days of celebration for him now begin. 
Outline: 

A Promised Gift: Immanuel 

I. The best gift is one on our list and promised to us by someone dear to us. 
II. We seek closeness to God. 

A. Like the believers in Rome (v. 7). 
B. Promised by prophets, for everyone (v. 2,5). 
C. Undeserved, by "grace" (v. 5). 
D. Even death cannot destroy the gift (v. 5). 

III. God among us—the Gift. 
A. Comes through Jesus Christ, fully human yet fully divine (v. 3,4). 
B. Changes us from rebels to obedient children (v. 5). 
C. Faith in Jesus—the key and the gift. 
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IV We "belong to Jesus Christ" (v. 6). 
A. Loved by God (v. 7). 
B. Called to be "obedient" saints (v. 7). 
C. Grace and peace are ours already now (v. 7). 

V Give thanks for Jesus, who brings us grace, peace, love, holiness. 
James L. Brauer 

First Sunday after Christmas 
Galatians 4:4-7 

December 30,2007 

Notes on the context and the periscope: I read N. T. Wright's The Last Word, a 
useful little book on the authority of the Scriptures, just as I started to prepare 
these notes. He begins his chapter "Scripture and Jesus" where this pericope does: 
"When the time had fully come, God sent forth his son..." (Gal. 4:4). What was the 
purpose? It was to introduce his argument that the story and promises of God to 
restore and reign over creation were brought to its climax when, in the fullness of 
time, God sent forth His Son. 

The words were apt, but it struck me that he saw this passage just as those 
who had selected this pericope: as a freestanding summary concerning God and 
His salvation through Jesus Christ the Lord. It is neither new nor necessarily 
inappropriate to use the passage in this way, but these comments will assume that 
one will want to use this pericope as a passage from Paul's letter to the Galatians. 

Paul summarizes his message in the first four chapters at the beginning of 
chapter five: "For freedom, Christ has set us free; stand firm, therefore, and do not 
again be subject to a yoke of slavery" (5:1). "The yoke of slavery" has come upon the 
Galatians by their submission to circumcision, because this submission binds 
them "to do the whole law" (5:3) and estranges them from Christ (5:4), who, once 
again, has set them free to wait "for the hope of righteousness" through the Spirit 
by faith (5:5). 

Paul recognizes, however, that the Galatians do not understand submitting to 
circumcision and other observances (e.g., "days and months and seasons and years" 
[4:10]) actually entails slavery and other negative consequences. So Paul devotes 
much of his letter (chapters three and four) to identifying and explaining the conse
quences of living by works of the Law, not faith in Christ and the promise: living as 
slaves, not as sons; living in bondage, not in freedom; living according to the flesh, 
not according to the Spirit; living under the curse of the Law, not with the blessing 
of the promise. Clearly his hope is that this explanation will lead them to see the 
bind they are getting themselves into and then to return to faith, the Spirit, sonship, 
freedom, and promised blessing. 

Throughout, Paul assumes the goal is to be the sons of Abraham and to be 
blessed with and in him (3:7-9). With this end in view, Paul shows the lightness of 
living by faith by pointing out, on the one hand, Abraham was justified and blessed 
through faith (3:6-9), and on the other hand, those who rely on works are cursed 
(3:10). More than this, Paul shows relying on works effectively denies the signifi
cance of Christ's death on the cross. On the cross, Christ redeemed us from the 
curse by becoming a curse for us (3:13). Furthermore, Paul establishes that righ-
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teousness is through faith, not works of the Law, by pointing out the Law came 430 
years after the promise to Abraham and his offspring; therefore it does not annul 
this promise (3:15-18). And so it makes sense to reject the way of Law and works 
and instead live by faith in the promise. 

Paul then responds to two likely questions. The first is: "Then why was the law 
given?" (3:19) Paul says it was added [later] because of transgressions, to be in 
effect until the offspring came to whom the promise was made (cf. 3:16). This 
answer leads to another question: "Is the law contrary to God's promises?" "By no 
means!" is Paul's emphatic reply. "If a law able to give life had been given, then 
righteousness would indeed be based on the law (4κ νομού)" (3:21). Instead, the Law 
serves promise and faith by putting all things under sin, "so that the promise 
might be given based on faith in Jesus Christ (εκ πιστ€ο'ΐ€σοϋ Χρίστου) to those who 
believe" (3:22). Because of this, Paul likens the Law to apaidagogos, or guardian. 
The paidagogos was "the personal slave-attendant who accompanied the free-born 
boy wherever he went" (F. F. Bruce, Commentary on Galatians [NIGTC], 182); he 
was "a slave employed in Greek and Roman families to have general charge of a 
boy in the years from about six to sixteen, watching over his outward behavior and 
attending him whenever he went from home, as e.g. to school" (Ernest D. Burton, A 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians [ICC], 200). 
Like a guardian with charge of a young heir, the Law had charge over God's people 
until the age of maturity had been reached with the coming of Christ (3:24). But as 
long as one is under the guardian, one is no better than a slave (4:1). "So with us," 
says Paul: "when we were children, we were enslaved to the basic principles of the 
world (τα στοιχεία του κόσμου)" (4:3). 

Now we come to our pericope, which explains that the coming of Christ means 
that the days of slavery and servitude under the Law had come to an end, and life 
as sons had finally arrived. "But when the fullness of time came, God sent forth his 
Son, born of a woman, born under law, so that he would set free those under law, so 
that we would receive sonship (huiothesianT (4:4-5). If the time of the Law was 
youth, then the sending of Christ marks the age of maturity. If the time of the Law 
meant being treated as a slave, then the sending of God's Son marks the attain
ment of sonship. Moreover, God's people now are not only set free through Christ, 
but they also share with Christ in sonship and the Spirit: "And because you are 
sons, God sent forth the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 'Abba! Father!'" 
(4:6). Like Christ, we are God's sons, and like Christ, we have the Holy Spirit. 
"Therefore, you are no longer a slave but a son; and if a son, then an heir through 
God" (4:7). 

To this point, Paul has discussed "slavery" and "freedom" in Israelite terms: of 
the covenant to Abraham and of the covenant at Sinai. But Paul then addresses 
the Gentile Galatians and their situation. The Gentiles, of course, had not lived 
under the terms of Sinai, so they and their forebears had not been in bondage to the 
Mosaic Law. Yet, when they did not yet know the living God, they also had been 
slaves: not to the Law but to their pagan gods and religions, even if these gods were 
by nature no gods at all (4:8). So, in Christ, they also had attained freedom. It 
would make no sense that they, whom Christ had freed from their false gods, would 
now return to slavery by observing the Jewish ceremonies and traditions. 

Notes for preaching: Certainly the message of Paul to the Galatians has the 
capacity to speak in all ages and to people in all sorts of situations that trap, bind, 
coerce, or oppress them. But the pericope itself might work against this possibility, 
because, standing alone, it can obscure the issue and terms of the epistle itself. 
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But this feature affords a potential opening for a sermon based on this text. 
This pericope is in one way like some Christmas presents: nice, but, to put it gently, 
puzzling. "What do you think goes well with this?" "Where do you think we ought to 
put it?" "What made you think of this present for me?" This pericope, like these 
presents, can leave hearers with questions, including, "Redeemed from whatT 

To be sure, this particular pericope invites reflexive answers like this: "Re
deemed from sin, death, and the devil." Certainly Christ has thus redeemed us, 
but, like many automatic answers, this one will strike some as abstract, others as 
elusive, and perhaps a few as dismissive. But the letter itself provides a more 
concrete, more readily grasped, more responsive answer, and the sermon then would 
go on to provide this. 

This answer might start like this: first, discuss the situation in Galatia—how 
the turn to circumcision and other works of the Old Testament Law bound or 
obligated the Galatians to keep the whole Law and thereby consigned them to a 
curse, not a blessing. Then detail Paul's response to the question, "Why then the 
law?" Finally bring out, as the pericope does, that the coming of Christ means the 
freedom from the slavery to the Law, other gods, or other masters, and the attain
ment of sonship and the Spirit. 

After this, continue the answer by relating Paul's account of redemption to 
your hearers. Just as Paul led the Galatians to recognize that Christ had set them 
free from slavery both to false gods and to the obligations of the Law, he also leads 
us to recognize what Christ has freed us from: worry, guilt, and shame over our good 
deeds and good intentions (or lack thereof); other gods, empty spiritualities, agnos
ticism, or atheism; fears about, or lust for, money, recognition, influence, and health. 
These did or could have enslaved you, as they actually do enslave others. But, like 
the Galatians, God has set you free from them and adopted you as his "sons," as his 
heirs through your baptism (see 3:26-29). 

Then encourage your hearers to guard against falling into bondage to the "ba
sic principles." The Galatians did without really recognizing it; we might also. 
Identify a way in which contemporary Christians give up their freedom and return 
to "the basic principles of the world." Ideally, this way would be something deemed 
useful or necessary for Christian life and witness, but actually leads to compro
mising it: money, the desire to avoid conflict, accepting uncritically the norms, 
means, or ends of the marketplace, science, psychology, etc. In short: "For freedom 
Christ has set us free" (5:1a); "you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then 
also an heir" (4:7); "stand firm, therefore, and do not again be subject to a yoke of 
slavery" (5:1b). 

Joel P. Okamoto 

Epiphany of Our LORD 
Ephesians 3:1-12 
January 6,2008 

. Notes on the context and the periscope: This passage brings out one of Epiphany's 
central themes—the inclusion of the Gentiles in God's plan and work of salvation. 
This theme is central also to Paul's letter to the Ephesians, and it is expressed 
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explicitly in the pericope. 
The pericope begins awkwardly, with the subject of a sentence that Paul com

pletes only after a lengthy parenthetical comment. This parenthetical comment, 
however, brings out a complete thought, and so this feature poses no obstacle for 
preaching. 

At this point, Paul has finished explaining the Ephesians' reconciliation both 
to God through the Spirit ("vertically") and to Israel ("horizontally"). As Gentiles, 
the Ephesians had been foreigners with respect to Israel and outsiders with re
spect to the covenants of the promise. Therefore they had been without hope and 
without God (2:12). But in Christ and through his cross, the Gentiles had been 
reconciled both to God and to Israel (2:15-16). Now they were no longer strangers 
but fellow citizens and members of God's household with the Jews. Now they had 
access through Christ in the Spirit to the Father. Now they were being made into a 
dwelling place for God in the Spirit (2:18-22). 

The thought that all nations would participate in God's salvation had been 
made known to the Old Testament people of God (for an obvious and useful ex
ample, see the Old Testament lesson). But the way in which Israel and the nations 
would come together to constitute one people of God had not been made known. 
This was accomplished and revealed with the coming of Christ. When Christ came, 
the "dividing wall of hostility" made of "the law of commandments and ordinances" 
(2:14-15) came down. Christ accomplished their reconciliation. Now they were 
being joined together as one people, not only in name but in life and practice. There 
were no "separate but equal" arrangements for the people of God. 

This way of bringing Jews and Gentiles together is the insight or understand
ing (συνβσις; 3:4) that Paul had into the "mystery of Christ" (μυστ€ριον του Χηρ ιστού), 
which refers to the redemption and reconciliation that God had always planned 
and now had accomplished in Jesus Christ (see also 1:9-10). This redemption and 
reconciliation would not only include the Gentiles but include them in such a way 
that they and the Jews would comprise one people of God. Paul explains his own 
insight into the mystery of Christ this way: 'liow the Gentiles are συγκλβρονομα και 
συσσομα και συμμβτοχα—the NIV rendering captures the repetition nicely: "heirs 
together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together—in the 
promise of Christ Jesus through the gospel" (3:6). 

This mystery had not been made known in the past as it was now (3:5); its full 
dimensions had been hidden for ages in God (3:9). Now, however, God had accom
plished His eternal purpose in Christ Jesus (3:11). Furthermore, He had made 
known completely the mystery of His will to the apostles and prophets by the Holy 
Spirit (3:5), to all humankind (3:9), and even to the spiritual "principalities and 
powers in the heavenly places" (3:10). And by the gift of God's grace, Paul also was 
made a minister of this gospel (3:7), to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable 
riches of Christ (3:8). And in so doing, he became a prisoner of Christ Jesus on 
behalf of the Gentiles (3:1). 

Notes for preaching: In this lesson Paul explains and rejoices in God's plan of 
salvation for all people—especially the Ephesian Christians—that now has been 
made known in Christ through the preaching of the Gospel. A sermon trying to do 
the same would fit this pericope, this occasion (Epiphany), and many congrega
tions in North America (Gentile, that is). 

But the distinction between Jew and Gentile that mattered so much for Paul 
and the church at Ephesus matters so little to many of us. Part of the reason, to be 
sure, is that the situation among Christians changed significantly long ago. Still, 
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this shift challenges preachers by making the situation in Paul's time a matter of 
imagination, not personal existence and experience. 

Turning this challenge into an opportunity is one way to engage hearers with 
this text. If hearers don't experience this distinction, then try to have them imagine 
the situation of the early Gentile Christians like those in Ephesus. To do this, the 
preacher might explain why today's Christians cannot identify with the Ephesians. 
For one thing, most contemporary Christians have only a passing acquaintance 
with the commandments and ordinances of the Mosaic Law, much less see them as 
a "dividing wall of hostility" with other Christians. For another, the question of 
"belonging" is barely smoldering in today's situation; if anything, it is as sociolo
gist Wade Clark Roof has observed: Americans—including Christians—tend more 
and more to be "believers, not belongers." They tend to identify themselves and 
their "religiousness" in terms of personal beliefs and experiences, not with institu
tions like parishes and denominations. More than this, however, many of Ameri
can Christians do not see the question of salvation bound up with belonging to a 
chosen people. 

Today's situation is not altogether healthy. If you don't appreciate what the 
law was and how it functioned, then you run the risk of falling into the trap of the 
Galatian Christians: being bound by one form of legalism (a problem with pietism). 
If you really think your Christian lives are merely matters of personal belief and 
benefit, not in terms of membership in and participation with the family of God, 
then you have seriously misunderstood what it means to be a Christian. So, it 
could be argued Paul's message to the ancient Ephesians quite possibly has a lot 
to say to us contemporary American Christians. 

How does the message of reconciliation in the letter to Ephesians speak to
day? First, it challenges any sense that salvation is ours by right. Not only is it not 
by right because God gives salvation by grace to sinners (see 2:1-10), but also 
because He had shown it was for His own chosen people, Israel (see 2:11-22). 
Second, it challenges the sense that salvation has to do only with a "personal 
relationship with Jesus." Third, however, it does assure us that God does offer 
reconciliation to Himself and to His chosen people in Christ Jesus. Make no mis
take about it; this was His will all along. Although it had been glimpsed along the 
way, it had been a mystery, but now with the coming of Christ and in the ministry 
of apostles and prophets, it had been fully revealed. 

Joel P. Okamoto 

The Baptism of our LORD 
Romans 6:1-11 

January 13,2008 

Christians Alive 

Looking for what is authentic and genuine in their personal lives, many ask, 
"How can I become a better Christian?" Much that passes for "Christian" today is 
little more than vague Americana, doing what is expected of every law abiding 
citizen. On the surface, such living may appear to be genuine. But it could be a 
charade, even hypocritical. Are you looking for more in your Christian life? 
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One popular response to this quest is, "Turn everything over to Jesus and ask 
God to come into your life!" But not everyone is in such an asking mood. Many are 
convinced that God would not set foot in the door, if ever their lives were open to 
Him. Another response urges giving up the quest altogether. Why fight it? Chris
tian living? Don't bother. Besides, in the end God's grace always exceeds sin. Re
portedly, the Russian holy man, Rasputin, held that those who sin boldly and 
require the most forgiveness will certainly receive an equal measure of grace and 
then some. 

Sin freely and comfortably because God will be the more generous toward you. 
Really? Right up front in Romans 6, the Apostle Paul takes on such a notion. "Shall 
we continue in sin, that grace may abound?" he asks, and in the same breath 
answers with a resounding "No!" (Rom. 6:1-2). God gave His Son to redeem sin
ners, but He did not waste His Son so you and I may continue in sin. Is there an 
answer, then, to the question, "How can I become a better Christian?" Yes, the 
answer is here, close as St. Paul's words, but it is a radical answer—and we must 
be open to that—as radical as the very death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

I. Death 

No one lives better as a Christian until his or her nature suffers a sure and 
certain death. Of course, that requires an explanation. No person may become a 
better Christian until he or she comes to grips with sin in his or her life. They must 
own up to it, and something must be done about it. Have you a program for grap
pling with sin? We share in Adam's fall, and our propensity for sin is called "sinful 
flesh" in the New Testament. There is no good in it, says St. Paul (Rom. 7:18). You 
may call it "the old Adam," or "old nature." And, unless it is broken and defeated, 
there is no helpful answer to the question, "How may I become a better Christian?" 
If you are not asking that question, you may be more seriously enslaved to that 
inclination to sin than you realized. 

Can you repress the old nature? Can you rise above it by sheer will power and 
determination? Can you escape its power and domination over your life? You have 
tried these approaches. But the years have taught us the futility of such efforts. A 
more radical solution is called for, and St. Paul sets it before us. There is an 
expression voiced now and then among disgruntled employees in a company or 
among restless students at school. You may even hear it in the church. When people 
are frustrated with the central administration of an institution, you may hear it 
said, "There is nothing wrong in this situation that a few funerals would not help!" 

That is morbid! It should not be said at all, except St. Paul is saying it. What 
prevents you and me from becoming better Christians could be resolved by a fu
neral of a kind! Yes, a funeral for our old sinful nature would be a great help to 
living Christianity. St. Paul is not speaking of the funerals cited in the obituary 
columns of newspapers. True, death may excuse us from many obligations of life, 
but sin is a debt that will not be buried in the grave. Sin follows us into eternity 
unless it dies a radical death while we are yet living this side of the grave. How 
does this work? Hear the language of the apostle. He states, "...we are buried with 
Him (Christ) by baptism into death" (Rom. 6:4a). "...our old man (person) is cruci
fied with Him that the body of sin might be destroyed" (v. 6). "...we have been 
planted together in the likeness of His death" (v. 5a). Christ the Son of God became 
involved with our sinful nature, not as sinner Himself, but as sin-bearer when He 
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laid down His life on the tree of the cross (1 Pet. 2:24). Whether we are in the flower 
of youth or in the prime of life or in the crown years of advanced age, there must be 
a funeral conducted for this sinful nature. It must suffer the ultimate demise, it 
must be united with Christ and it must die in His death on the cross, or else we 
may give up seeking to become better Christians! 

Radical, so very radical! Tell me, you ask, isn't there a more civil and conve
nient way to deal with obstacles and then improve as a Christian? Are there some 
other ways to handle the old nature? Think about it. Mostly, if you are sincere about 
this matter, you want to repress the inclination to sin, and you think you are 
successful, at least most of the time. Yet, the disappointment and the sense of guilt 
return to haunt you. Or, you try a different approach. You substitute another pat
tern of behavior. If you are selfish by nature, you try to be more outgoing and 
generous. This works until you go back to the "dog-eat-dog" competition in a world 
where survival of the fittest is no game for good hearts and gentle people. So 
easily—and predictably—we revert back to selfishness. The "old flesh" wins again. 
We learn the hard way the old nature is tough and stubborn. The "old Adam" will 
not listen to us. It will not be scolded, embarrassed, restrained, or repressed. It 
yields nothing to will power. Neither can we close our eyes in death and be rid of it. 
So, we must deal with it. To delay is disaster. There is only one thing to be done. The 
"old nature" must die! 

Interestingly, it happened that a funeral was arranged for this rebellious sin
ful nature, the "old nature" which embarrasses you and harasses you and spoils 
your best intentions to be a better Christian. Foiled is this "old nature," pulling you 
back two steps for every step forward in Christian living. Yes, a funeral was ar
ranged, and that funeral occurred simultaneously with Holy Baptism. "Do you not 
know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into 
His death?" pleads the apostle Paul (Rom. 6:3). We are not observers or onlookers 
at Calvary, where Christ died for our sins! Don't underestimate! By Baptism, we 
are drawn into the history of those redemptive events. Yes, more than history, we 
are drawn into the action of those events, united with Christ. The "old Adam" is 
drawn to the cross and zapped real good, crucified with Christ. And that is the final 
solution to the power of sinful nature, a solution we could not discover ourselves. 

Travelers to Israel, the Holy Land, are deeply affected by the places where 
Jesus Christ lived and spoke and ministered to people. Who would not be im
pressed and deeply moved, standing where the cross stood, bearing the body of the 
Lord, who bore in His body our guilt and sin? Or, standing at the sepulchre from 
which eternal life sprang for you and me when He rose from the grave. The words 
from the Sermon of our Lord flood the mind when one walks the hills above the 
towns surrounding the Sea of Galilee. 

Still, a more moving experience is to recall, that, yes, "We were there!" in such 
a dynamic way, when, in Baptism, by water and the Word, drawn to the cross, our 
old sinful flesh died in the redeeming death of the Lord Jesus so that we might no 
longer be enslaved to sin (Rom. 6:6). When from the cross our Lord cried out, "It is 
finished!" our sinful nature and all of its ugliness were finished, washed up. When 
He gave up the spirit and died, our sinful flesh gave up its power and authority over 
our life. United with Christ in His death by our Baptism, the "old nature" went 
kicking and screaming, because that sinful nature is now truly "crucified, dead, 
and buried!" Just as quickly, in that same moment of our Baptism, as St. Paul 
recounts, a new person emerges, united in our Lord's rising, His resurrection, His 
life—how exciting in place of the "old nature," a new person quickened to transcen-
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dent, everlasting life by God's working through the Lord's rising from the grave. 
Summarize: In the moment of our Baptism, the power of sin was broken, the 

"old nature" died and was sealed in defeat by the Lord's death, and we were quick
ened in that same Baptism moment to newness of life. More than mere improve
ment, we were transformed for such newness, an action as radical as the Lord's 
rising to life on His resurrection day (Rom. 6:11). 

II. Life 

Holy Baptism is no trifle! While many Christians are all thumbs when it 
comes to explaining their own Baptism and its blessings, St. Paul states clearly 
that in this Sacrament there stands tall the cross of Christ, the axis on which turns 
the Christian life, the better and improved Christian life. If you are a person not 
yet baptized, something can be done about that. But, if you are baptized and 
habitually forget your Baptism or neglect it, if you are going through your life 
misunderstanding or under-valuing your Baptism day by day, that is to invite back 
the free reign of the old nature which makes you a slave to sin again! 

This should not be. When that funeral is conducted in Baptism for the sinful 
flesh, a birthday happens and is celebrated at the same time, for "...we believe that 
we shall also live with Him!" exclaims St. Paul (Rom. 6:8b). Do you share the 
apostle's belief? Are you alive in Christ because the power of sin is broken? To be so 
alive may mean to be done with some things of which we are ashamed, as well as 
other things of which we have mistakenly become proud. There are places we will 
no longer traffic, things we will not do. There are lines drawn and boundaries to be 
fixed when we now live with and for the risen Lord! 

And the Christian, so alive in his or her Lord through Baptism, is also open to 
new vistas of living which he or she had never considered, pathways of love turning 
into service to others and bringing fulfillment and joy. With the "old sinful nature" 
buried, getting out from under the death ofthat dominant sinful self, we are free to 
soar to new heights, free to get our hands dirty, so to speak, and down to earth to 
serve, where previously we selfishly thought we were much too busy and preoccu
pied to lend a helping hand. With a fresh and new outlook, crowned with a living 
hope, baptized into Christ, and putting on His newness, we move through life, our 
days many or few, toward a blessed future, what the apostles called a blessed hope 
for now, but more important, for the long term, life everlasting (cf. 1 Pet. 1:3-9). We 
are certain that, baptized, we shall also live with Him (Rom. 6:8). If this be our 
outlook from Holy Baptism, many things are reordered, re-prioritized, even re
scheduled. Radical, but blessed, is this newness through our Baptism into Christ. 

Is it pipe dream or possibility, this new life in Christ? Some of you are weary of 
the battle of life. You say it is too late for change. You are too rigid for something so 
radical as death to the "old nature" by Baptism and a new life in Christ and the 
power of His resurrection. You cannot teach an old dog new tricks. Agreed, you 
cannot teach the "old nature." Quite true, so very true! But, friend, it's not about 
teaching the "old" you, but teaching the "new" person that you are out of your 
Baptism! Yes, the new! The "new" person can learn, as he or she puts on Christ, and 
through Him, also righteousness and goodness, even holiness and hope! And you, if 
you be a man or woman or youth or child in Christ by Baptism, you are new, so very 
spanking new, and equally ready to take on "new" direction and action and life! 

Be what you are, be alive as a "new" Christian! It is the apostle's fervent plea. 
The documentary film, Scared Straight, was produced at Rahway Prison in New 
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Jersey where life-term prisoners attempt literally to scare the crime out of juvenile 
delinquents who have been flirting with serious felonies on the streets. The hard
ened prisoners are men dedicated to sparing the younger generation the years of 
misery and defeat which they endure within the penitentiary. When the authorities 
bring these young people to Rahway and take them into that room deep within the 
walls of the prison, those prisoner-counselors lean on the young offenders with a 
heavy hand. They are so intense, so urgent. They describe vividly what its really 
like behind those walls in prison, the crimes there, abounding against person and 
personhood. They tell about the abuse and the perversion, the fear, the hopeless
ness. And all of this in order to plead with young people to choose life and not 
death! 

Conclusion: Here in Romans, chapter six, the Apostle Paul pleads with you, 
Christians today, to reckon yourselves, consider yourselves, dead to sin and alive to 
God! Play no longer the part of death! Play the part made for you! Play the vigorous 
and beautiful new life! The shackles of sin are broken! Be free in Christ who has 
made you free to live the Christian life each day better than the day before. You 
may even be prepared to ask God into your life, now that Christ by Baptism has 
taken you to His cross and brought you out of the death of sin, alive! Look alive and 
live as you are, like you never lived before, alive to God, alive now, and alive for the 
long haul, always and forever, alive! Who thus lives his or her Baptism, lives well, 
very well indeed! Amen. 

Richard H. Warneck 

Second Sunday after the Epiphany 
1 Corinthians 1:1-9 

January 20,2008 

Sermon Outline: 

I. Theme: Thanksgiving. 
II. Text: 1 Corinthians 1: 1-9. 
III. Body of Sermon. 

A. Opening or Capturing Statement Could Be An Illustration. 
B. Application. 
C. Conclusion. 

Opening: On July the 7th, among CNN's heroes for the week, was a young man 
by the name of Ryan. This young man was chosen because at the age of 6, he started 
saving money, which was later used in a huge project to provide clean drinking 
water for millions of Africans. Ryan who is now 18 years old, also made five African 
visits. As I watched the African kids, as well as adults, express through songs their 
joy and thanksgiving to God and to Ryan, it made me think without any doubt of St. 
Paul's letter to the Corinthians, 1 Corinthians 1:4, "I always thank God for you, 
because of his grace given you in Christ Jesus." Like the Africans, Paul is giving 
thanks to God for us—the heroes and heralds of the amazing Gospel of Jesus 
Christ. 
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The Word: Thanks or thanksgiving—let us look at the etymology through the 
eye of global Christianity within its cultural context. 

First: Thanks is our expression of gratitude. It is usually used in expressing 
gratitude to somebody because of something. The use of these words, thanks or 
thanksgiving, among the Mende people of Sierra Leone is stated, "Ngp sei gbua 
ngewo ma biva" translated as "I thank God for you." St. Paul, surely in an existen
tial form, must have heard the many tribal languages, including the Mendes of 
West Africa. 

The Context and Culture: Thanks or thanksgiving is used in the form of grati
tude, as expressed by our African Christians. Without any attempt to generalize, 
I suspect we do not express or say thank you enough, or even the mere "Thank you 
Lord," for each day that we are blessed to witness another day. For St. Paul, coming 
out of his Jewish culture, to offer thanks or thanksgiving was an almost inevitable 
thing to say or do. Culturally, the Mende people of Sierra Leone, among whom I 
worked for many years, would say thanks or express thanksgiving for small or big 
things. The simple things we in the West often take for granted, perhaps a good 
harvest, rain, or sunshine, are things for which the Mendes would express thanks 
in beautiful songs. I recall with great delight how they would spend a week or more 
in street dancing in celebration for the birth of a child, the marriage of a sister or 
brother, even the joy of thanksgiving for the death, at the ripe old age of 90 or so, of 
a parent or relative. Yes, here we see people that are totally given to thanking God 
for everything: "In everything give thanks." 

Referring to our text: 1 Corinthians 1:4; Ephesians 1:16; Philippians 1:3; 2 
Timothy 1:3. These expressions of thanks or thanksgiving are obviously directed 
towards people. First, the thanksgiving was for the Corinthian Christians, and by 
extension included the present day saints, in the household of faith far and near. 
We must ask the pertinent question: "Why?" Our text alludes to a keyword: grace. 
Verse 5 states, "For in him you have been enriched in speech and in all knowledge." 
It stands to reason that these Christians were so deeply in tune with Christ that 
it manifested or framed all their manners, internally as well as externally. Like 
them, we, the twenty-first century Christians, must likewise be the walking Jesus, 
affecting the lives of those whom we meet—in the street, classrooms, restaurants, 
offices—with the hands and face of Jesus. 

Summary: As I return to my opening statement, the CNN hero was thanked 
immensely by the African villagers for providing them with clean drinking water, 
which symbolically represented life. Their thanks was primarily to God, from whom 
all gifts come. The Mende people are known to be deeply appreciative in the knowl
edge that all of life—wealth, weather, our lives, family, food and the like—are 
God's. So as people and saints, it is incumbent upon us to express gratitude to God. 

Application: Our text, 1 Corinthians 1:4, reminds us always to give thanks to 
God. It is fair for us then as Christians to thank God for bringing us to faith through 
Jesus Christ. Now then, since sermon application ordinarily has to do with the 
"how," I will suggest three steps in applying the text of 1 Corinthians 1:4. First, I 
would speak to us as individuals and within our family life. We certainly ought to 
be in the habit of saying thanks to God every day of our lives, for small or large 
things in life. Secondly, as sanctified people, in whom Christ is richly and deeply 
manifested, through His redeeming life in us, we must with abundant joy share 
that joy. Metaphysically and in actuality, as Christians our lives need to express 
the love and joy of Jesus always. Thirdly, since through the Gospel we have been 
made saints and preachers, and because of what Jesus through his saving grace 
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has done, Christians of all races must demonstrate this active gratitude by shar
ing God's redemptive message with others. 

In conclusion, St. Paul gave thanks for all Christians. It is therefore consistent 
to give thanks to God for the heroes of faith, the host of missionaries, our parents, 
and pastors, whom the Lord used to bring us to faith. 

John Loum 

Third Sunday after the Epiphany 
1 Corinthians 1:10-17 

January 27,2008 

Preliminary considerations: There is "nothing new under the sun." Sin-nature 
is sin-nature and God's grace is God's grace. Church divisions and cliques are 
nothing new. People seek popularity or jump on the 'bandwagon' of the most popu
lar members of the church or want to control church polity. All Christian denomina
tions, including The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, have dealt with divisions. 
Most of these divisions begin with individuals and groups of people who seek an 
interpretation of the Biblical narrative apart from its context and then make their 
interpretation the "way it is." Divisions and cliques within churches may cascade 
into the denomination and vice versa. When we read about the divisions in the 
church at Corinth, and how believers there argued for either Apollo or Cephas or 
Paul or Christ, we are drawn into this text because we all have either heard of such 
church divisions or been involved in one. Quarreling over church leaders is "nothing 
new under the sun" in church politics. Paul hits this issue hard, reminding all 
Corinthian Christians they have the same baptismal foundation and identity. In 
Christ there is no division or leader. Christ is the head of the church—not Paul, not 
Apollo, not Cephas. Most likely, these leaders were not part of this quarreling. We 
are all children of God through water, Word, and faith. The subject is Christ Jesus, 
not specific people. 

The Subject is Christ Jesus 

Don't you love people who seek to create division and cliques within the church 
for their personal gain and stature? There is nothing more detrimental to the Good 
News of Jesus Christ than people in cliques and divisions who believe they are 
God's gift to mankind or that the Office of the Keys possesses the key to the church 
door. In God's holy Christian church—the communion of saints—there is no room 
for those who abuse and take advantage of others by setting up their cliques to 
control. St. Paul begins to defuse this in-fighting by pointing to the wisdom of God 
in Christ "over and against" human wisdom that generates self-boasting and divi
sions. St. Paul reminds them they are one in Christ and not divided in leadership. 
The common foundational subject is Christ, neither man nor woman. 

I. The problem of divisions within the church: mankind is the subject. 
A. Creates cliques that center on "human leadership" and not Christ's lead

ership. 
Β. Creates a reliance on human wisdom and not the wisdom of God in Christ. 
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C. Creates boasting about "self and not the Savior. 
II. The solution for divisions within the church: Christ is the subject. 

A. His Spirit creates unity in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
B. His Spirit creates unity in mind and judgment of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
C. His Spirit creates unity in baptism into our Lord Jesus Christ: one Lord, 

one faith, one baptism. 
D. His Spirit creates unity in the crucified and resurrected Jesus Christ for 

the forgiveness of our sins, salvation, and eternal life. 

Conclusion: Divisions and cliques occur in Christian churches and denomina
tions throughout the world. Divisions lead to quarreling and quarreling leads to 
the compromise of the Good News of Jesus Christ. The subject of Christianity is 
Christ Jesus, His person and work for the forgiveness of sins, salvation, and eter
nal life. We do not proclaim ourselves or our own leadership to any one. It is Christ 
who is the cornerstone of the communion of saints, the holy Christian church on 
earth. Mankind is not the subject; Jesus Christ is the subject. 

Robert W. Weise 
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