
Homiletical Helps on LSB Series A—Gospels 

Epiphany 6 · Matthew 5:21-37 · February 13, 2011 

This passage is part of Jesus's Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5 through 7. 
Although, at first glance, the verses in our text appear to be totally law, they need to be 
seen in the greater context of the life of a Christian—living in response to the gospel. 
Jesus is not describing how to attain righteousness or a place in the kingdom, but rath
er, having been declared righteous through faith in Jesus, having been given a place in 
the kingdom by the grace of God, Jesus describes how the citizens of his kingdom live. 

As Christians, we are salt and light. What does that look like? We are blessed (Mt 
5:3-12). What does that mean for how we live in relation to each other? 

The verses of our text are part of a larger section that includes verses 21-48. 
Jesus deals with six commands. Each one begins with, "you have heard that it was 
said." Most references are to commands from the law of Moses, but the point of com
parison is to the traditions of the Scribes and Pharisees (first century Judaism) associat
ed with that command and the popular teaching of the day (much like the self-centered, 
tolerant, permissive mind-set of our own society) often limiting the extent of the com
mand, weakening its impact or importance in one's life. Jesus, speaking with authority, 
goes on to say, "But I myself say to you." Here is what this command has meant all 
along. 

The six areas of instruction are: murder, adultery, divorce, oaths, revenge, and 
love. The text deals with the first four. The gospel for Epiphany 7 deals with the last 
two. 

One could develop a whole sermon on each one of these six areas of instruction. 
But there are some common threads and themes that run through each of these sec
tions that might help to focus our attention and our lives. 

It is important to note that Jesus does not give a full exposition of each of 
these areas of sin, but shares some general truths. Cross-referencing other passages of 
Scripture that focus on the same sins can be helpful. Also, Jesus uses exaggeration or 
hyperbole to drive home his point. A literalistic or legalistic interpretation is not helpful 
to understanding what Jesus is teaching. 

Jesus is concerned with our relationships with others. Our relationships with oth
ers are not independent of our relationship with him (horizontal and vertical relation
ships). Our relationship with Jesus must influence our relationships with others. Broken 
relationships with others will damage our relationship with Jesus. 

Murder happens not just when someone takes another's life. It happens through 
actions against another and even in words and in the attitudes of the heart. Not all 
anger and words of insult are murder, but when anger and words are intended to hurt 
or harm our neighbor and not for the purpose of seeking his good and well-being, 
these are sin, this is murder. It is especially bad when we treat each other in the church 
in this way. Do not neglect your relationships with fellow disciples. Those who follow 
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Jesus will repent and turn away from this sin. Those who belong to Jesus will seek rec
onciliation. Those who refuse to be reconciled no longer belong to Jesus. 

God desires there to be sexual purity among his disciples, not just in outward 
deeds, but in inner thoughts as well. A life of purity begins in the heart and extends out 
to relationships with others. "If your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out." Sin is often 
activated by the eye. What I choose to look at is important. I can choose to turn away, 
but to pluck out my eye or cut off my hand? Jesus uses hyperbole to drive home the 
need for radical action in dealing with impure thoughts. It is actually not the eye or the 
hand that causes us to sin, but the heart. "Out of the heart come evil thoughts, mur
der, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander." (Mt 15:19) So tear out 
the heart and throw it away. What we really need is a new heart, and that is what Jesus 
gives us, a heart transplant. "Create in me a clean heart, O God" (Ps 51:10). 

Divorce, like adultery, is sin. Both violate and destroy marriage, which is not just 
an invention of society, but a blessing given to us by God even before the fall. See also 
what Jesus says about divorce in Matthew 19:3—12 and what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 
7. Jesus confronts the notion (very prevalent today) that divorce is no big deal. Divorce 
is never what God wants or intends for a marriage relationship. Divorce is sin. It shat
ters a sacred union that God intends to be permanent and that he wants to bless. It 
shatters and breaks lives. Do not divorce. Instead be faithful to your marriage promises. 
Love and serve your marriage partner. 

Our speech matters. Don't use words lighdy. To make a promise is no small 
matter. Be careful what you say, and let your word be your bond, your "yes" mean yes, 
and your "no" mean no. Don't be deceitful. And don't have an inflated view of your 
own importance (swearing by your own head implies that you actually have power to 
make it happen). Satan, the father of all lies, whose nature is deception, would have us 
believe his lies and half truths. Rather, let your words speak truth, and remember your 
humble position before God. 

So here is a picture of what salt and light look like, a picture of who we are and 
how we live with each other. Do we sin and fall short of God's expectation for his 
children? Yes, indeed we do. Confronted with our sin and shortcomings, we repent and 
confess our sins of thought and attitude, word and deed, to God, asking forgiveness for 
Jesus's sake and for the strength of God's Spirit to turn away from these sins and live 
at peace with one another, loving and serving each other, as Christ Jesus continues to 
love and forgive us. 

My thanks to Dr. Jeffrey Gibbs for his insights on this text in his Commentary 
on Matthew 1:1—11:1, from the Concordia Commentary Series, published by Concordia 
Publishing House, St. Louis, 2006. A very helpful resource! 

Wally Becker 
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Epiphany 7 · Matthew 5:38-48 · February 20, 2011 

Matthew wanted his Jewish readers to know and believe that Jesus is the prom
ised Messiah and therefore shows him fulfilling Old Testament Scriptures. Jesus is 
portrayed as the climax of God's grace to his people and to the world. This grace is 
complete and universal. For example, four non-Israelite women are included in Jesus's 
genealogy, only in this Gospel do Gentiles honor the Christ child, and it finally con
cludes with the Great Commission. 

The text under consideration is assigned to be read (and preached on) in the sea
son of the church year known as Epiphany. The word "epiphany" is derived from the 
Greek word for "manifestation" or "appearance." It is a time to remember/celebrate 
Christ's manifestation to the Gentiles by the guiding light of the star. The king has 
appeared for all. Also remembered and celebrated is Christ's manifestation to the Jews 
at his baptism. Here he begins his public ministry that leads him to the cross, the grave, 
and victory over death in resurrection. 

Given all this, it seems somewhat odd at first glance that a text from Jesus's 
Sermon on the Mount should be assigned during the season of Epiphany. What do all 
the ethical imperatives in that text have to do with "light to the Gentiles?" 

If you've ever been caught driving through a heavy downpour at night, then you 
know how difficult it can be to see where you are, much less where you are going. The 
occasional storm-produced flashes of lightning that arc across the sky, however, quickly 
and clearly reveal, for a split second, the true nature of things. You get a glimpse of 
how things really are and of what you will really encounter as you proceed down the 
road you are on. 

The declarations of the Sermon on the Mount (including those in our text) have 
been fruitfully compared to flashes of lightning out of the kingdom of God. They are 
the brilliant flashes that illumine the path, the perils, the opportunities, and even the 
final destination in the twinkling of an eye. Suddenly everything is clear, although the 
darkness quickly closes in again. Thus, taking cues from our text, we know that the 
kingdom road we are on is one where the evil person is not resisted, where the other 
cheek is turned, where we literally do give the "shirt off our back," as well as our coat, 
where we go the extra mile, where we give and borrow whenever and to whomever 
asks, where we love our enemies, and where we pray for our persecutors. And this is 
all summed up in 5:48 where it says: "You shall be perfect, as your heavenly Father 
is perfect." 

To me, this verse has the ring of Leviticus 19:2, where it says, "You shall be 
holy." There is a word of law here, to be sure, but there is also a word of gospel: "You 
shall be holy." God is in the process of making us what he has already declared us to 
be! 

There's an old educational adage that asserts, "You teach what you know, but 
you only reproduce what you demonstrate." It seems that Jesus understood this full 
well, for he is showing us in our text that we are on the kingdom road not only because 
of what he taught, but especially because of what he demonstrated for us and for our 
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salvation. Go back over the exhortations in the text. Are they not perfectly fulfilled in 
and by him who was "despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and familiar 
with suffering;" who was "oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth;" 
who was "led like a lamb to the slaughter and as a sheep before her shearers is silent so 
he did not open his mouth;" and who "bore the sins of many and made intercession 
for the transgressors" (Is 53: 3, 7, 12 NIV)? 

We live, move, and have our being in a time, place, and culture that is decidedly 
postmodern, post-Christian, and often very anti-church. More and more we face not 
just disinterested and apathetic onlookers, but ungodly and aggressive gainsayers who 
rail against the faith we have staked our lives on. How are we to deal with such people? 

This text is not so much about us as it is about Jesus and his radical love for 
people. Out of love and grace and mercy, he causes his rain to fall upon the just and 
the unjust. Out of his radical love and grace and mercy, he shows, calls, and equips 
us to become what we are already declared to be. Jesus is all about people; even, and 
maybe even especially, about those who are his enemies. 

"He is an agnostic." "She is an atheist." "They are hell-bent on attacking and hurt
ing the church and the faith we confess!" 

Categorizing others creates distance and gives us a convenient exit strategy for 
avoiding involvement. Jesus took an entirely different approach. He was all about 
including people, not excluding them. "The Word became flesh and blood and moved 
into the neighborhood" (Jn 1:14 MSG). Jesus spent thirty-three years walking in the 
mess of this world and dealing with all kinds of unhappy, dysfunctional folks. "He had 
equal status with God but didn't think so much of himself that he had to cling to the 
advantages of that status no matter what. Not at all. When the time came he set aside 
the privileges of deity and took on the status of a slave, becoming humane (Phil 2:6—7 
MSG). 

In our lifetimes we are going to come across all kinds of unhappy people; angry 
at the church, angry at us, angry at God. They may be mean. They may even be mali
cious. They won't deserve any kindness or consideration we show them. And we get to 
choose. Limit our exposure to them or love them? We know Jesus's choice. Just look at 
what he did with us. 

William Utech 

Epiphany 8 · Matthew 6:24-34 · February 27, 2011 

The Text as Text 
The text is in overall good condition, and the few substantive issues do not 

materially affect the overall interpretation of the passage. In verse 25 the words "or 
what you will drink" are of questionable authenticity (but cf. v. 31 where they are 
clearly original). Similarly, in the phrase in verse 33 "the kingdom of God and his righ
teousness" the words "of God" are of questionable authenticity. Both are included in 
brackets in the standard text of NA27 but are omitted m the newer SBL Greek New 
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Testament text. However, the possessive modifier of the phrase "his righteousness" (v. 

33) appears to require an antecedent and argues for the authenticity of the words "of 

God" there. 

The translation presents no special difficulties, and the differences among 

English translations are relatively minor. The verb μεριμνάω occurs six times in this 

short passage (6:25, 27, 28, 31, and twice in verse 34), and thus requires some com

ment. The verb is sometimes used in the general sense of to "attend to" or "take care 

o f something. It is also used to convey the sense of anxiety attendent to things that 

need to be taken care of. This distinction gives rise to the word-play of verse 34, where 

the first instance carries the sense of anxiety and the second instance the more general 

sense of to "take care of." The ESV translates both instances as "be anxious," but the 

point would be better conveyed by distinguishing the two senses by translating, "Do 

not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will take care of itself." 

The Text as Literature 

The passage is part of the Sermon on the Mount, and doubdess represents a cen

tral theme of Jesus's preaching. 

Our pericopal system includes verse 24, which in many translations is treated as 

either a separate proverbial saying or as the conclusion of the preceding unit (cf. the 

ESV). In favor of this separation is the fact that the Lukan parallel to verse 24 is found 

in Luke 16:13 (the conclusion to the parable of the dishonest steward) rather than 

with the parallel to the rest of this discourse in Luke 12:22-31. However, a connection 

between the two segments of the discourse is established by the text itself through the 

introductory phrase Δια τούτο (ESV "therefore"). Thus, the admonition to trust in 

God and not worry about the things necessary to sustain this life is rooted in the fact 

that one can not be equally devoted to two competing interests. 

The turning point in the discourse is the rhetorical question of verse 30. We 

should especially note how Jesus deals with the fact that his followers are όλιγόπιστοι 

"people of little faith." In addition to this passage, Jesus addresses the concern that 

his disciples were όλιγόπιστοι in Matthew 8(:26), 14(:31), and 16(:8), as well as in the 

passage parallel to ours in the Gospel of Luke (12:28). In each of these instances Jesus 

comforts and reassures the disciples and does not simply criticize them for their weak

ness. Here the comfort arises not only from the examples preceding the question, but 

also from the explicit statement that follows, "[YJour heavenly Father knows that you 

need them all" (6:32). 

The Text as Theology 

The admonition recalls God's dealing with his people throughout their history. 

In the wilderness God provided not only food (manna and quail, Ex 16) but also drink 

(Ex 15:22 ff. and 17:1-7) and clothing (Dt 8:4, 29:5; Neh 9:21). Through these trials 

God sought "to teach you that a person does not live by bread alone, but a person 

lives by everything that comes from the mouth of the the Lord" (Dt 8:3, cf. Mt 4:4). 

The teaching of Jesus in this account recalls the people to this truth and to the fact 

that God knows their needs and provides for them. The words that close the passage, 
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reminding the disciples that "each day will take care of itself," especially recall the way 

in which God provided just enough manna to meet the needs of the people one day at 

a time. 

Similarly, Jesus's words recall the prophecy of Isaiah that is used as the Old 

Testament lesson for this Sunday, Isaiah 49:8-16a, that "in the day of salvation" 

(Is 49:8) God will lead his people on a new Exodus and will provide for them food 

and water for their pilgrimage because he has not forgotten them (Is 49:15), but has 

engraved them on the palms of his hands (Is 49:16). By connecting his ministry to 

these Old Testament deeds and promises, Jesus declares that his ministry has inaugu

rated the "day of salvation" of which Isaiah speaks. 

Proclamation 

As people of littie faith (όλιγόττιστοι) we are often more preoccupied with the 

cares and needs of life in this world than with the kingdom of God and his righteous

ness. Too often life's thorns threaten to choke our faith (Mt 13:1 ff). Like the Israelites 

in the wilderness, we hesitate to trust God to provide our daily manna. 

Some people take the words of Jesus in our text as an order to ignore or neglect 

the needs of this life. Others are tempted to use disdain for the needs of this life as a 

kind of measuring stick for how good a Christian one is. Both miss the point of Jesus's 

words. God is not saying that the needs of this life in the world are irrelevant. (Indeed, 

he knows that they are necessary (6:32) and so he promises to provide them.) Rather, 

Jesus reminds us that God has liberated his people from the need to be preoccupied 

with the things necessary to sustain life in the here and now and frees them to focus on 

the kingdom of God. 

But this text is not really about us, it is about the kingdom of God. The words 

of Jesus are a declaration that in him the kingdom of God has come. By connecting his 

ministry with God's promise of the coming eschatological kingdom, Jesus declares that 

he is the one who will accomplish the day of salvation to which Isaiah points (Is 49:8), 

of which a central characteristic is God's provision for those who are engraved on the 

palm of his hands (Is 49:16). 

David L. Adams 

Transfiguration Sunday · Matthew 17:1-9 · March 6, 2011 

True Glory 

If there is one point that the Transfiguration pencope makes, it is that Jesus 

is the fulfillment of the Old Testament. A number of the spectacular details of the 

text point in this direction. The disciples see Moses and Elijah talking with Jesus. 

Since Moses is the great law-giver and Elijah is the great prophet, this scene may be 

understood as a dramatic representation of the fact that Jesus fulfills the Law and the 

Prophets.1 The cloud is also an Old Testament phenomenon that indicates the presence 

of the Lord's glory (see Ex 40:34-35). The voice from heaven evokes a number of Old 
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Testament passages, which will be discussed below. 

To say that Jesus fulfills the Old Testament, however, does not yet tell us pre

cisely what the Transfiguration says about Jesus's identity. A number of strands come 

together here to make a multi-faceted point about who Jesus is. His shining face and 

clothing is a mark of God's presence. Moses's face shone from being in the presence of 

the Lord (Ex 34:29) (though he did not shine "like the sun"), and in Revelation, heav

enly beings and objects are often described as "shining."2 The voice from heaven says, 

"listen to him" (Mt 17:5), which strongly evokes Moses's words in Deuteronomy 18:15, 

"The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from 

your brothers—it is to him you shall listen." 

The other phrase from the voice from heaven, "this is my beloved son, with 

whom I am well pleased," reminds the reader not only of Jesus's baptism, but of at 

least three Old Testament passages. In Psalm 2, similar words are spoken to the king of 

Israel: "You are my Son; today I have begotten you" (Ps 2:7). In Isaiah, similar words are 

spoken to the suffering servant: "Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one, in 

whom my soul delights" (Is 42:1). In this case, the verbal echo is somewhat clearer in the 

LXX because the Greek word used for "servant" (παις) can also mean "child." Finally, 

the reader cannot help but think of the words the Lord spoke to Abraham, "Takeyour 

son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him 

there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you" (Gn 22:2). 

If we assume that the voice from heaven is intentionally evoking these three passages, 

then we may conclude that this voice offers a multivalent revelation of Jesus's identity. 

In one sentence, it identifies him as the king of Israel, the suffering servant, and a 

sacrifice, in addition to identifying him as the prophet of Deuteronomy 18:15, 

mentioned above. 

It would be difficult to present all of this data in one sermon without making the 

sermon sound like a mere list of Bible passages. Therefore, it is advisable to select one 

or two of these themes. For example, one could focus on the contrast between Jesus as 

the king of Israel (drawing on the Ps 2 reference as well as the glory of his shining face 

and clothes) and Jesus as the sacrifice (drawing on Is 42 or Gn 22). How can Jesus be a 

glorious king and a lowly sacrifice at the same time? 

We might be tempted to think that Jesus's humiliation and death are a momen

tary exception to his true identity as mighty king and God, a blip on the radar screen, as 

it were. He underwent these things for our salvation, but his humiliation and suffering 

do not reveal to us anything about his true identity. 

Such reasoning, however, fails to see that the Transfiguration includes both 

facets of his identity, humiliation and exaltation, at the same time. Furthermore, in the 

larger context of Matthew, there is the strong suggestion that Jesus's reign as king hap

pens when he is crucified. Many of the details of the passion narrative identify Jesus 

as king. The soldiers make fun of him with a scarlet robe, a mock scepter, a crown of 

thorns, and jeers of "hail, King of the Jews!" (Mt 27:27-31). The sign above his head 

on the cross also said, "This is Jesus, the King of the Jews" (Mt 27:37). Thus, his suf

fering and death cannot so easily be distinguished from his glorious reign as king. 
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The key homiletical application of this point is that we need not fear the majesty 
that Jesus reveals in his transfiguration. We know that his glory is to show mercy and 
his strength is to stoop down to help the weak. That is the truth that the voice from 
heaven subdy inserts into the glory of the Transfiguration with the words, "This is my 
beloved Son." 

David R. Maxwell 
Endnotes 

Cf. W.F. Albright and CS. Mann, Matthew, The Anchor Bible Commentary Series (Garden City: 
Doubleday & Company, 1971), 203. 

2 Ibid. 

Lent 1 · Matthew 4:1-11 · March 13, 2011 

Introduction 
In general, you find that in Middle Eastern and African cultures food quite often 

is used in a time for fellowship, a symbol of hospitality and the welcome of a stranger. 
In our text, though, we see how the devil uses food to advance his attack on Jesus; 
something he thought could easily derail Jesus's mission. Imagine this: the devil started 
his dirty tricks on Jesus just when he thought the time was right, when Jesus had been 
fasting and must have been hungry. Do you realize by what method the devil intro
duces his lies? He uses a conditional statement, which in my way of thinking suggests 
the "doubting Thomas" tactic. "If you are the Son of God . . ." (Mt 4:3, and Jn 20:27). 
And so the devil, by conditionally referring to Jesus as "the Son of God," is subject
ing Jesus's divinity and lordship to doubt (interestingly something which is similar to 
the Muslim contention of the Quran Sura 9:30). Yet in spite of the devil's (the Arabic 
equivalent is Ulis) deception, as Christians we affirm Jesus's divinity and lordship as 
timeless truth. 

In continuation, there are two other lies told by the devil. In verse 5, the devil 
asks Jesus to throw himself down, while showing him the temple. Next, the devil's 
promise of kingdoms if Jesus will worship him essentially points back to Deuteronomy 
5:6—7, that there is only one God (the word in Arabic for this doctrine is Tawhia), nei
ther should there be any graven image of him. In verse 8, the devil alludes to power 
and influence, but the devil's "power and influence" holds no sway over Jesus. After all, 
the whole universe already belongs to God. 

There are several key elements worth noting while reading this text, especially 
the devil's final temptation for Jesus to worship him. First, in pagan religions, gods are 
represented both in human and animal forms. Second, the imageless worship of the 
invisible God is a fundamental characteristic of Mosaic faith. Third, the sense of cov
enant here is strong, especially of the Sinai tradition and its deliberations. 

The implications of the text in our contemporary world and lives 
In my African context, speaking about the devil is not an imagination or fiction, 

nor is it a delusion. Most Africans would perhaps notably envisage the devil (or some-
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thing similar called by other names) interchangeably with Satan or an evil spirit. They 
might conceive of him most notably through his evil works as a tempter or as an evil 
destructive agent. Still, he would be branded as one who motivates conduct or might 
even possess someone who might be seen as cunning or perpetrating evil deeds in soci
ety or the church. As a pastor, you might sometimes feel as though you can see some 
actions as being of the devil. And so it was with Jesus later in Matthew 16:23, when he 
said, "Get behind me, Satan." The devil is real. This we know to be true. 

During this period of Lent, perhaps it would be best to remind ourselves of 
the many tricks of the devil. They are numerous, and he knows no limits or boundar
ies. In these days of culture wars, we are witnessing an invasion of nearly every matter 
considered godly. The devil uses the relativistic tendencies in our culture to marginalize 
Christian morality and ethics. 

In the Lutheran service of holy baptism the question is asked, "Do you renounce 
the devil?" The sponsors and the congregation respond, "We renounce the devil and 
all his works and all his ways." That pledge, I am sure, must be said with some degree 
of humility, knowing that our struggle is against the power of evil (Eph 6:12). And so, 
while we are still on this side of heaven, we try to defeat the evil in us. Victory in all 
of our battles with evil is achieved only through the power and aid of the Holy Spirit. 
There is a responsibility on our side as Christians to be in the word, so that, like our 
Lord, a good knowledge of the word can equip us to counter the devil's tricks and his 
evil deceptions. 

Finally, as we apply this text to our daily personal lives and in our corporate 
lives as a community, we can gain three lessons. First, there will be struggle and vulner
ability in our lives. Secondly, we are bound to be tempted or swayed by the evil one. 
And third, there will always be victory in Christ. When sometimes it may appear that 
the devil seems to be in triumph, let us always remember there will be joy in the morn
ing when victory comes and evil is defeated. And then, like our Lord, we take joy and 
comfort that we are never alone, that the Lord takes care of his own, and that the same 
angels who ministered to Jesus minister to us. 

John Loum 

Lent 2 · John 3:1-17 · March 20, 2011 

"For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Chnst cruäfied..." 

It was because of the signs that Nicodemus came to Jesus: "Rabbi, we know 
you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs (σημαία) that you do 
unless God is with him." So far, John has recounted only the first sign at the wedding 
at Cana—the miracle of the water turned to wine—but the evangelist admits at the end 
(20:30—31) that he has left out much: "Jesus did many other signs in the presence of 
the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life 
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in his name." So Nicodemus saw many signs, but the faith that leads to life remained 

elusive. Indeed, seeing is not the foundational category for the kingdom of God. The 

wind is unseen, and yet its breezes still refresh. So it is with the Spirit of God. 

But if Nicodemus wants to talk of signs, then Jesus will direct him to a better 

one. He sends this "teacher of Israel" back to the Torah to consider the sign of the 

bronze serpent: "As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of 

Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life" (πάς ο πιστεύω ν 

kv αύτω £χτ) ζωήν αίώναον). Here Jesus's words echo Numbers 21:8, "Whoever 

bitten, seeing it, will live" (LXX: πας ο δ€δηγμένος ιδώ ν αυτόν ζήοΈτοα), with the 

notable exchange of "seeing" for "believing." The climax of the evangelist's commen

tary on faith and sight (Thomas in 20:25f., but see also 1:18, 4:48, 5:37, 6:30, 6:36, 6:40, 

8:56, 12:40, 14:9, 20:8) is foreshadowed here. 

But most striking is the sign itself, and the point of comparison is unmistakable. 

In Numbers 21, Moses is instructed to put the serpent upon a "pole" or "standard" 

(03) for the salvation of the people—in the same way the Son of Man will be lifted 

up. If Nicodemus desires a sign of God's kingdom and salvation, then he will need to 

be confronted with the cross. The point is further strengthened by the fact that the 

Septuagint translates "standard" (03) with σημ^ΐον—the same word employed by the 

evangelist for Jesus' miraculous "signs." The two words can mean both "standard" and 

"miracle," and the double meaning is especially exploited here (later rabbinic commen

tary on Numbers could likewise play with the ambiguity of the Hebrew word: "And 

Moses made a serpent of brass, and set it up by a miracle. He cast it into the air and it 

stayed there."1). Jesus crucified is the greatest σημΛον of all—the miracle of the cross. 

It is the consummation of all the signs that Jesus performed, the greatest demonstration 

of God's power and glory and kingdom. "There is no miracle in the passion narrative. 

This is not because the story of Jesus ceases to have the value of revelation, in fact, the 

death and resurrection are the supreme σημ^ΐον."2 

Nicodemus would eventually see this sign too. He would see Jesus lifted up 

on the cross, and he would gently bring him down and bury him. Whether such sight 

yielded to faith is not said. It is a grisly sign, a scandal and offense to the eyes. But 

to them that believe, it is the greatest sign and miracle of all. This Lent, may we see 

again this greatest of Jesus signs and believe, "that by believing we may have life in his 

name." 

Erik Herrmann 

Endnotes 
Η Freedman and Maurice Simon, eds , Midrash Rabbah Numbers, trans Judah Slotki (London The 

Sonano Press, 1939), 19 23, 772 
2 C Κ Barrett, The Gospel According to St John, (London SPCK, 1955), 65 
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Lent 3 · John 4:5-26 (27-30, 39-42) · March 27, 2011 

Life is never the same after you drink of this water! 
The familiar Samaritan woman text is seldom set in the context of the Gospel's 

broader presentation of Jesus as the one who bears and gives the Spirit, the one upon 
whom the Spirit rests and who baptizes with the Holy Spirit (1:29-34). Towards the 
beginning of the Gospel, the Son's descent from the Father to become the lamb of 
God who takes away the sin of the world is accompanied by the Spirit's descent and 
remaining on him. Towards the end of the Gospel, the Son's ascent to the Father as 
the glorified Lord is accompanied by the Son's handing over of his Spirit from the 
cross and his breathing of the Spirit to the disciples so that they might forgive sinners 
(19:28-30 and 20:19-23). It is such handing over and breathing upon of the Spirit that 
fulfills what John refers to as the Son's baptizing with the Spirit. 

Between these bookends, this broad movement from the Son's descent to his 
ascent, from his bearing of to his baptizing with the Spirit, we find some pivotal events 
that expound on Jesus's identity as sender of the Spirit. One of these events is Jesus's 
promise, on the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles, that rivers of living water will flow 
from the heart of those who believe in him (7:37-39). At the time, it was customary for 
the high priest to pour water from the pool of Siloam onto the temple altar where sac
rifices were offered to God. In this feast, Jesus, God's lamb, tabernacle, and temple in 
our midst, now promises to be the source of life-giving "water." The evangelist explains 
to the reader that Jesus was referring to the Spirit whom believers were to receive upon 
his glorification. In John's Gospel, the Son's glorification corresponds to his ascent to 
the Father, which begins concretely with the Son's "hour," or being lifted up on the 
cross so that everyone who believes in him might have life (Cf. 3:3—15, 17:1—5). It is 
from that cross that the lamb of God, upon whom the Spirit rests, now hands over his 
Spirit as the glorified Son to others. From the side of the crucified Jesus, who is the 
temple (cf. 2:18-22), flowed water and blood, which in John's highly symbolic Gospel 
signifies respectively the Son's sacrificial death and giving of the Spirit (19:34). At the 
end of the Gospel, the risen Lord, who died for the sin of the world, now also breathes 
the Spirit upon his disciples, giving them the power and authority to proclaim forgive
ness of sins to the world. 

Another pivotal event that not only expounds on Jesus's identity as the giver of 
the Spirit, but also brings it to fulfillment in a proleptic way (or by anticipation) is his 
promise of "living water" to the Samaritan woman in John 4. On the basis of John 7, 
the reference is to the Holy Spirit, the "gift of God" (4:10), whom Jesus will give to all 
who believe in him, and who will flow from them like "a spring of water welling up to 
eternal life" (4:14b). In John's Gospel, the Son sent from above speaks the words of 
God because God has given him the Spirit without measure (3:31-34). Jesus's words 
are "Spirit and life" (6:63-65), both Spirit-breathed and Spirit-giving, bringing people to 
belief in the Son in whom there is resurrection unto eternal life (cf. 6:40). In our text, 
Jesus's life-giving words bring with them the life-giving water and gift of the Spirit to 
the Samaritan woman. 
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The blessings that follow from such gifting are many, but these are all oriented 
towards one thing alone, namely, new life according to the Spirit who comes from 
Jesus. There are a series of stark before-and-after contrasts drawn in the text between 
life before and after Jesus. The difference lies in the gift of the Spirit who orients the 
life of the Samaritan in another direction. Life is never the same after you drink of this 
water! Here are some of those contrasts: 

1. John 4:5-15 — Before the gift of the Spirit, the Samaritan woman can only 
see life in terms of her lineage, her ancestors' link to Jacob, Joseph, and the blessed 
well. After the gift of the Spirit, the Samaritan woman must see her life in terms of a 
more lasting lineage, namely, her relationship with God through Jesus, who is greater 
than Jacob, and her fellowship with those who put their trust in this Messiah. 

2. John 4:16—36 — Before: the Samaritan can only see devotion to God in terms 
of a particular dear holy place (Mount Gerizim). After: the Samaritan must see devotion 
to God in terms of faith in Jesus, God's "truth" (cf. 14:6-7), which amounts to worship 
"in the Spirit" (cf. 14:15-17). Since Jesus is God's temple and presence in our midst, 
one looks for God neither on Mt. Gerizim nor in Jerusalem. Instead, one looks to his 
Son and Messiah through whom we have access to the Father (cf. 1:18, 14:8—11). 

3. John 4:16—19, 27—42 — Before: the reader of the text is invited, along with 
Jesus's suspecting disciples, to see the Samaritan woman's life as one of limitations, dis
appointments, failures, and sins. After: the reader is invited to see the work of God in 
the life of a suspect outsider and thus to celebrate her new life in Jesus and the exten
sion of that life through the woman's bold witness to her countrymen. 

The preacher can draw from or focus on any of these contrasts as he proclaims 
to hearers of the Word that Jesus indeed gives "to you" today the same Holy Spirit, 
the same water, the same gift of God, that he promised to the Samaritan woman in the 
past. Such proclamation will have at least the twofold purpose of calling to repentance 
those who live as if the Spirit had not been given to them (law) and of offering the 
promise of the Spirit anew to those who feel as if they do not deserve it (gospel). 

Leopoldo A. Sánchez M. 

Lent 4 · John 9:1-41 · April 3, 2011 

John 9 is the appointed gospel lesson for the Fourth Sunday in Lent (Series A). 
The appointed Old Testament lesson works well with the gospel lesson, since Isaiah 
42:14-21 announces both God's promise to lead the blind and his rebuke of ancient 
Israel for its spiritual blindness. Jesus picks up this Isaianic theme and focuses on its 
fulfillment. Jesus is the light of the world, not a static light, but the one who gives light 
and sight to the blind. 

John 9 records the sixth "sign" when Jesus gave sight to a man born blind on a 
sabbath day. The time is during Jesus's third trip to Jerusalem, and the location is set 
outside the temple (8:59). The preacher might consider an expository style that walks 
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through the entire chapter in summary form in order to highlight the layers and ironic 

reversals revealed in the entire narrative. 

Jesus "saw" a man who had been blind from birth. Jesus can "see" people in 

need and he takes the initiative. His disciples, presumably the Twelve (last mentioned 

in 6:67—71), assumed a constant and predictable nexus between a person's actual sins 

and his maladies. Since the man was born blind, they wondered if he sinned or his par

ents. Jesus corrected his disciples by focusing on the purpose, the "final cause" (to use 

Aristode's distinction), that God's works might be displayed in him. During his public 

ministry Jesus was sent by God to do the works of God. So also his disciples in fellow

ship with Jesus were to do the works of God ("we" is the most likely reading in 9:4). 

Jesus repeats, "I am the light of the world" (8:12). As the light he shines in the darkness 

and enlightens everyone (1:4-9). Jesus used the physical elements of mud and his own 

saliva to give the blind man sight. His divine power does not deal with people directiy 

and immediately, but in, with, and through his own human nature and with earthly ele

ments. The blind man hearkened to Jesus's words and returned seeing. 

The rest of the narrative consists of conversations. The first is between the man 

and his neighbors and acquaintances (9:8-12). The formerly blind man testified to what 

happened. He is the key public witness for Jesus. So far, the only thing the man knew 

about Jesus is that he was "the man called Jesus." 

In the next paragraph (w. 13-17), the man testifies before the Pharisees. They 

dispute whether Jesus is "from God," and there is a schism among them. When the 

name of Jesus enters, there is always a division (7:43; 10:19). Now the man confesses 

that Jesus is "a prophet" (9:17). In the next scene "the Jews" (here John's designation 

for the Pharisees) disbelieve the "sign." They interviewe the man's parents, who testify 

to their son's previous blindness. But they are afraid to testify more, because of the 

Pharisees' pact to exclude anyone who confesses that Jesus is "the Christ/Messiah/ 

Anointed One" (cf. 7:13; 12:42; 16:2). 

So the Pharisees, with hostility, interview the man a second time. They claim to 

know that Jesus is a sinner (9:24). The man testifies that Jesus must be "from God." 

Ironically, the Pharisees end up taking a position that was initially raised by the disciples 

(v. 2). They accuse the man of being born in sin. They reject the man's witness and cast 

him out, as agreed upon earlier. But Jesus finds him and asks him, "Do you believe in 

the Son of Man?" (=the more likely reading). The man asks "Who is he?" Jesus identi

fies himself as the one whom he saw and heard. Faith comes by hearing. The man now 

"gives glory to God" (v. 24) by confessing that he "believes," by calling Jesus "Lord," 

and by worshiping him (v. 38). Through the word, the man now sees spiritually and not 

only physically. 

Division is inevitable. Jesus is from God, not from the world. He came into the 

world to do God's works, for judgment (knmd), that the blind may spiritually see and 

the sighted may become spiritually blind (v. 39). In one sense he came for the world's 

judgment and to cast out its ruler (12:31). But in another sense he came not "to judge 

the world but to save the world" (12:47). How did he do that? By submitting to the 

world's darkness as the atoning sacrifice for the world (9:4). On the third day God 
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raised him from the dead, so that now his light shines in every land where his words 
are retold, where he gives new birth through water and the Spirit (Jn 3), where his flesh 
and blood are received in faith (Jn 6). 

Paul R. Raabe 

Lent 5 · John 11:1-53 · April 10, 2011 

When Confronted with Adversity 
In preparing to proclaim the biblical truths of John 11, the preacher would do 

well to keep in mind John's words in 20:31, ". . . these are written so that you may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have 
life in his name." Here in chapter 11, Jesus is clearly revealed as the Christ, the son of 
God—the very one who gives life. Here we see his power and authority. Here we see 
his compassion and love. Here we see that he is in complete control of the situation as 
he moves toward Jerusalem where he will fulfill the Father's plan of salvation. 

In Holy Baptism we receive the gift of faith. Here we become forever connected 
with our true God—our creator, savior, and sanctifier. In baptism (the apostle Paul 
teaches) we too have a Lazarus-like resurrection, having passed through death into life 
with our Lord. In baptism we are assured of the forgiveness of sins. In baptism we are 
assured of God's blessing in this life and in the life to come. And so, when the inevi
table adversities of life come our way, we need to turn to him who not only has the 
desire, but also the power and ability to help us in our time of need—the one who is 
true to his word and faithful to his promises. 

In John 11, adversity comes to the home of Mary and Martha. Their beloved 
brother Lazarus becomes very sick and dies. They call out to Jesus, who comes and 
raises Lazarus from the dead. While this results in awe, joy, and gratitude for them 
and their community, it also leads to adversity for the church leaders—the Sanhédrin. 
"Something needs to be done," they say. "If he keeps doing things like this then 
everyone will believe in him, and we will lose our place." (It is interesting to note that 
the religious leaders do not deny the miracle, but react to it.) And Caiaphas adds, "It 
is better that one man should die for the people." Their response to adversity was to 
condemn Jesus to death. Nevertheless, even in this meeting of corrupt Jewish religious 
leaders, we see the hand of God—a hand that is in complete control. 

How will we respond when adversity enters our lives? The Scriptures encour
age us to call on Jesus Christ—because of who he is (the Son of God and Savior of the 
world) and because of the truth of his word. When he says, "I will never leave you nor 
forsake you," he is telling the truth! 

Sometimes our prayers are answered almost immediately. Sometimes, however, 
the answer is very long in coming. And sometimes the answer which we want never 
comes. It is when the answer is long in coming or when it never comes as we want it 
that our faith is sorely tried. That was the situation with Mary and Martha. They had 
prayed fervendy to God for help; they had also sent a personal message to Jesus. But 
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Jesus did not respond. He doesn't even come to see Lazarus. He lets Lazarus die. 
And yet, across the black shadow of this devastating illness fell the golden ray 

of Christ's words here in our text: "This illness is not unto death; it is for the glory of 
God." 

The religious leaders thought that, "it would be better for one man to die for the 
people." And yes, this too is "for the glory of God!" 

There are many wonderful examples of how God allowed adversity to impact the 
lives of others for eternity. From Scripture, we immediately think of Joseph, and the 
apostle Paul. As we deal with adversity in our life, we need to hold fast to the promises 
of our baptism and the promises of our Lord. "I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever 
believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never 
die" (Jn 11:25-26). 

Robert Hoehner 

Palm Sunday · John 12:12-19 · April 17, 2011 

A Victory Parade—on a Donkey? 

Goal: That the hearers more firmly believe that Jesus is victorious over our greatest enemies. 
ÇThe following is one approach that focuses Jesus's victory over his I our enemies by way ofrìding into 
Jerusalem on a donkey?) 

Perhaps you've seen the old movie clips about the welcome home those in the 
military received at the end of World War II. Flags lined the parade route. Guests of 
honor rode in the best cars in town. People turned out from all around. Applause and 
shouts of thanksgiving could be heard as the line of cars drove by. Paper and streamers 
swirled in the wind. One look at the celebration and you knew immediately it was a vic
tory parade. 

Things haven't changed much. Go back to biblical days. When a king conquered 
another nation or a general captured a city, he returned to a celebration. Since paper 
wasn't available, many waved palm branches, a symbol of victory. People would come 
out of the city to welcome home the victors. Shouts and cheers would go up around 
the city. The king would ride triumphant on a mighty steed, a horse that stood tall and 
pranced around in pride. One look at this ancient celebration and you knew immedi
ately it was a victory parade. 

Jesus rides into Jerusalem to begin the last week of his life. People are follow
ing him into the city. Jerusalem is packed with people who have come to celebrate the 
religious festival called the Passover. Many of those in the city come out to join the 
crowds that are already showering Jesus with praise. Palm branches are being waved in 
victory. People are chanting "hosanna." They are shouting out that Jesus is the king of 
Israel. One look at this celebration and you know immediately it's a victory parade. 

Except Jesus is on a donkey. He's not in a fancy chariot. He's not on a horse 
that stands tall and mighty. He's on utile donkey. The donkey is young and hasn't been 
ridden before. It's not been in a war. It's not impressive. It's a donkey. 
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And yet, the donkey is the key to what Jesus's victory was all about. Verse 16 

says the disciples did not understand these things at first, but when Jesus was glorified, 

then they remembered. It seems the disciples weren't paying attention to the donkey 

during this victory parade. If they had, they might have understood just what kind of 

victory Jesus would bring. The same is true for us. We know about the palms, the peo

ple shouting, but our eyes need to focus on the donkey. Because the donkey points out 

the enemies Jesus came to defeat. 

Who were Jesus's enemies? Well, the people back then thought it was the 

Romans who had conquered Israel and had soldiers all over the place. They were hop

ing that Jesus would bring Israel back to its glory days of King David. They were hop

ing they would be free and secure, protected from anybody ever oppressing them again. 

And it was true that the Romans could be considered Jesus's enemy since they nailed 

him to the cross. 

But the list of enemies only begins with the Romans. A greater enemy turns 

out to be his own people, the religious leaders, the Pharisees and chief priests. Just a 

few days before this victory parade, Jesus did an incredible miracle. His friend Lazarus 

had died. He had been in a tomb four days. Jesus comes and with a simple command, 

"Lazarus, come out," Jesus brought his friend back to life again. N o wonder so many 

people were following Jesus into Jerusalem and coming out to meet him. 

But behind the scenes, the religious leaders were not happy. They gathered 

together as a council. The heart of the discussion went like this, "If we let him go on 

like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and take away both 

our place and our nation." During the victory parade, they accused each other, "You 

see that you are gaining nothing. Look, the world has gone after him." 

The next step by these enemies was to get Judas to betray Jesus. Then they 

would arrest him, falsely accuse him, and condemn him to death. They would get the 

crowd to yell, "crucify him," instead of "hosanna." They would get the Romans to 

execute him. Jesus's enemies are some of his own people. 

But we still haven't gone far enough. Jesus's enemies are not just his own people. 

An even greater enemy is what's driving the Pharisees and priests to do what they're 

doing. Jealousy—the people are following Jesus instead of them. Fear—they may lose 

their privileged position that gives them power. Hatred—Jesus is telling them they 

need to change their lives and follow him. Greed—Jesus attacks their money making 

schemes in the temple. Anger—they are upset that Jesus is letting the people worship 

him instead of God alone. 

Now that brings all this closer to home, doesn't it? Greed, anger, hatred, jeal

ousy, fear come from deep within all of us. We call it sin, and we know it as the dark 

places in our hearts and minds. We see it in the world around us, and we can't stop 

from being infected ourselves. A whole demonic world, led by Satan, tempts everyone 

to give in to these ugly enemies of Jesus. 

But we still haven't gone far enough. One more enemy to name; it is our last 

and greatest enemy. Last year, the St. IJOUÍS Post-Dispatch ran a cartoon (Wiley Miller, 

Non Sequitur, Oct. 29, 2010) playing off GPS technology. That is the helpful device 

used when you are driving, that gives you directions to a location by telling you when 
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to turn, using a map on a small screen. In the cartoon, a box reads "The Inevitable 
Navigation System." The picture is of a cemetery, with a number of headstones and 
one grave, freshly dug. A car has driven into that open grave. The voice coming from 
the car is the GPS saying, "You have arrived at your destination." The comic strip uses 
humor to open our eyes to reality. The last great enemy we face is death itself, the pun
ishment for greed, jealousy, anger, hatred, fear, and everything else that put Jesus on 
the donkey. 

Do you see who the real enemies are? Not just some Roman soldiers or a few 
religious leaders back then. Jesus is going up against the very enemies that haunt us. He 
is going to battle against the dark places in our hearts and minds. He is taking on our 
worst enemies: sin, the wickedness that infests this world we live in, and Satan himself. 
His war is ultimately against our greatest enemy—death and the grave. 

And how does Jesus go into battle against all these enemies? On a donkey. 
Sounds strange, especially since the donkey was an animal of peace, not war. It was an 
animal that conveyed humility and gendeness, not violence and bloodshed. 

But a war was going on, and Jesus would ride right into the worst of what his 
enemies, our enemies, would do to him. He would not resort to violence, but the 
Romans beat him up. He was manhandled and whipped to within an inch of his life. 
And blood was shed. Not the blood of the Romans, the Pharisees, the priests or the 
people who yelled out "crucify him," but Jesus's blood. He rode into Jerusalem on a 
donkey, humble and gentle, seeking to bring peace. Indeed, he was the prince of peace. 
And his enemies, our enemies, attacked him. 

Last Christmas season, I received a catalog from Bronners in the mail. Bronners 
is a huge Christmas decoration and ornament store in Frankenmuth, Michigan. One of 
the ornaments caught my attention. It's a donkey-shaped decoration. It has a legend 
associated with it. I'll read what the catalog says: 

"Legend tells us that the donkey that carried Jesus into Jerusalem on Palm 
Sunday followed Him to Calvary. Appalled by the sight of Jesus on the cross, the don
key turned away but would not leave. It is said that the shadow of the cross fell upon 
the shoulders and back of the donkey. A cross marking found on many donkeys today 
remains a testimony of the love and devotion of a humble, little donkey." (Bronner's 
Ghnstmas Favontes, 2010 Catalog, 9. It can also be found online at http://www.bronners. 
com/product/donkey-legend-ornament/1106520.) 

Actually, I would say that the cross marking on the donkey reminds us of the 
love and devotion of Jesus. He rode into Jerusalem for one purpose, and that was to 
make the victory parade come true. He was riding into Jerusalem to become our Prince 
of Peace. He was riding on a donkey to show just how he would defeat all our enemies. 

So how did Jesus gain the victory? He let those enemies do their worst to him. 
He did not stop the violence done to him. He willingly went to the cross. All our greed, 
fear, hatred, jealousy, anger, sin, evil, and death surrounded him. And when darkness 
covered the earth, it looked like those enemies had won. It looked like Jesus had been 
defeated. He was beaten, battered, bloodied and buried. Satan and all the powers of evil 
had to be cheering. They thought they had won. 
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But we know better. We know what happened next. We know of a morning 
that shattered the darkest places of sin and evil. We know of a stone that was rolled 
away and of the hatred, jealousy, fear, anger and greed that had been overcome by the 
prince of peace. We know of a savior who rises from the dead to defeat death once and 
for all. 

And then the disciples understood. Jesus's victory was bigger than pushing back 
a few soldiers or greedy, threatened religious leaders. His victory was over everything 
sin and death could do to us. And it came by riding into town on a donkey. It came by 
way of a cross. It came because of his victorious resurrection from the dead. 

And the victory parade has been going on ever since. Every hymn of praise we 
sing is added to the sounds of the parade. Every prayer we say raises the volume of that 
celebration. Every day we follow Jesus in faith and obedience, we're joining the crowds 
who followed Jesus that first Palm Sunday. Every act of devotion and love for Jesus is 
like the palms being waved once again. Today, in this service, and everyday, in our lives 
of love and devotion, we join in a victory parade that takes us to an eternity with Jesus. 

You see, the cartoon has it wrong. The inevitable navigation system will lead 
us to that enemy called death, but it is not our destination. The final destination is an 
eternal parade, celebrating with all the saints the victory that Jesus won for us when he 
rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. So perhaps the better name for this victory parade is 
not Palm Sunday, but Donkey Sunday. Amen. 

Glenn A. Nielsen 

The Resurrection of our Lord · Matthew 28:1-10 · April 24, 2011 

Proclaiming the gospel on Easter is a joy-filled challenge. This is the big Sunday 
in which everyone coming expects dynamic, joyous music and an outstanding, memo
rable sermon. It is, after all, the resurrection of Jesus Christ we're celebrating! But the 
preacher's hearers are of many types. The regular members, perhaps a litde judgmen
tal about the Christmas and Easter (C&E) attenders, have spent the last six weeks in 
lenten "sackcloth and ashes," and they want to bust out into the joy and wonder of 
the empty tomb. Semi-regular attenders are looking forward to the "big event." There 
may be a few de-churched who come, inquisitive, because it was something they did as 
kids. Maybe even a few "never-churched" come along if they are invited by a Christian 
friend. And then there are the C&E attenders whom the pastor, trying hard not to be 
too judgmental himself, would love to entice to at least become semi-regulars. 

When I was a novice parish pastor, it was easy for me to assume that C&E 
attenders took the Bible less seriously or struggled with doubts in their faith in Christ. 
Home visits with the C&E attenders led me to realize my assumptions were rarely 
valid. There were often relational problems, not theological ones, keeping these people 
away from regular attendance. Research conducted by Britt Beemer (with Ken Ham 
in their book Already Gone, 2009) on young evangelical Christians found that 91% of 
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holiday attenders still believed "in the creation of Adam and Eve in the Garden of 

Eden" and 72% still believed that they "were saved and [going] to heaven upon death." 

C&E Christians were much more like regular attenders in their survey responses and 

extremely different from those who never attend church. Research by Robert Putnam 

(e.g. in Bowling Alone, 2000) indicates that Americans in general, not just Christians, are 

becoming less and less involved in structured social groups (like churches, bowling 

leagues, PTAs, etc.). More Americans are actually bowling, but not in leagues. 

So what does this mean about proclaiming the message of the resurrection 

based upon Matthew 28:1-10? Perhaps to not forget to make some home visits both 

pre-Easter and post-Easter to the individually-minded C&E attenders (as well as the 

regulars and semi-regulars). It may not be just your preaching that draws them in or 

pushes them away, but your personal invitations and pastoral presence among them. 

Encouraging your regular members to be invitational and not judgmental might 

also be wise. 

Suggested Outline 

There was a Great Earthquake 

Opening: What was the strongest earthquake you have ever felt? (Geographically 

dependent personal earthquake story—Californians are accustomed to them, but many 

others are not. The great New Madrid quake of 1811 was felt as far away as the East 

coast.) 

1. There was a great earthquake (σβισμός) at Christ's resurrection 

(women walking, angel appearing, guards fearing and "quaking"). 

2. There had been another great earthquake on Friday, at Christ's death, 

filling them with awe and leading to many other resurrections (or at 

least revivifications; 27:51-54). 

3. We modern people explain earthquakes away as friction between te 

tonic plates, but in Scripture earthquakes often indicated that the 

LORD was speaking (e.g., Ex 19:18, Nm 16:31, Ps 18:7, Hg 2:6ff, 

Rv 6:12 and 8:5. See Hendriksen's 1973 New Testament Commentary 

on Matthew for more citations). 

4. The resurrection of Jesus has been a glorious "earthquake" felt 

around the world for centuries, changing lives, destroying death, and 

changing the course of human history and eternity. 

5. It started with just these few women at the tomb, then spread to 

the disciples, then throughout Samaria, Galilee, the Mediterranean, 

and beyond. It continued through to your baptism. 

6. Do you still feel the earthquake of Christ's resurrection rumbling 

through your life? (Personal and/or congregational stories can be 

inserted here. Either the Great Commission or the Colossians 3 

epistle lesson could be tied in for support). Through your Christian 

life, baptized into Christ's death and resurrection (Rom 6), and 
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through the church's life (and our local church) the earthquake 

continues to rumble and spread. The world looks at our lives as 

evidence for Christ's reverberation. 

7. This earthquake will continue until it is ended with a trumpet call, 

when death for all is overcome (1 Cor 15:50ff). 

Rick Marrs 

Easter 2 · John 20:19-31 · May 1, 2011 

Introductory thoughts: The text contains material for at least two good sermons; 

the sermon on Thomas and his faith and doubt can wait for another year. John comes 

to the climax of his entire gospel here: he has written in order that readers and hearers 

may believe that Jesus is the Messiah who has come to deliver them and in this trust in 

him that may have the true life in communion with the creator for which he fashioned 

us in Genesis 1 and 2. 

Notes on the Text 
Jesus has a habit of barging in on his people. It is not always that he is unwant

ed—though that is sometimes the case. Sometimes he simply is unexpected. But 

Scripture repeatedly depicts God as one seeking our company. He wants to be with us. 

He is a God of conversation and community, and he yearns for both with us. From his 

first evangelism call in Genesis 3:9 to today, he comes through doors we erect for our 

own security, though they are always inadequate to give us that security. He comes to 

say, and give us, "peace" in the midst of our fears. 

We have good reason to fear. All hell has broken loose to stalk us like a roar

ing lion, from inside our selfish selves, from all around us, and from Satan himself. 

Elaborations of those threats to people in our own congregations are easy to make and 

too easily dominate a sermon that should focus on Jesus. Mentioned, however, they 

must be! 

Peace. The Hebrew greeting, no flippant "hi" (though behind "hi" hides the 

Germanic root "heil," which embraces the end of hostility, settiedness, harmony, 

health, all the good things God gave us in Eden), constitutes the state in which God 

made Adam and Eve. Christ came to restore that peace by taking away the disruptive 

factor of our inability to fear, love and trust in God above all things. 

The setded peace of Eden does not imply standing still. God is always on the 

move, as we view him in human history, and Jesus here confesses that he is on God's 

mission and comes to send us on ours. 

"Breathing on them," recalling Genesis 2:7, Jesus here creates a new people of 

God out of his aposties, twelve in number like the twelve tribes of Israel (the absence 

of the apostate and the doubt of Thomas also reminds us that the church includes tares 
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as well as wheat). The people of God are sent on their mission to bring peace through 
the forgiveness of sins, which restores trust and love in our savior and creator. This 
new creation, as unearned as the first, dependent only on God's gracious will to restore 
his people to himself, brings us back to our original relationship with him in Eden. 

The law/gospel element in John 20:23 is important. This great commission par
allels the command in Luke 24:47 to preach both repentance, turning away from false 
gods, and the forgiveness of sins, God's enfolding us as his children in his arms once 
again. 

John's Gospel, he says, is all about the deliverer, Jesus, whose death and resur
rection form the focus of this Gospel, and about trusting in him and thus receiving the 
gift of genuine, Eden-style human life again. 

Suggested Outline 

I. What is causing you to huddle, to shut the doors against enemies, 
whether viruses, neighbors or fellow employees, family members, or 
God himself? How is your security system functioning (and failing)? 

II. Jesus breaks through every kind of barrier simply because he loves us 
enough to suffer, die, and rise again for us, îoiyou. 

III. Forgiveness of sins sets aside the barrier that has blocked us from 
trusting him. We live as real human beings again, freed from trusting 
in insufficient sources of security, freed for the mission on which he 
sends us. 

IV. Being sent means bringing the breath of new life in the Holy Spirit 
to those around us by forgiving them and by announcing their 
forgiveness and new life in Christ. 

Robert Kolb 
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