
Homiletical Helps on LW Series A 
—Epistles 

Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost 
Romans 8:35-39 
August 4,2002 

The context of the text: Romans 8:31-39 (an inclusio with Romans 5:1-11, for 
each accentuates the confidence that springs from the hope of the believer) recalls 
the substance of Romans 5:1-8:30 and considers the magnitude ofthat which God 
has achieved on behalf of those who believe (this and much of the following agrees 
in large part with the fuller discussion of the same in Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, 
[Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998], 456-468). Romans 8:31-39 represents also the apex 
of Romans 8. Verses 1-17 feature the transformation that God has wrought in the 
life of the believer. Verses 18-30 feature the constancy of the hope of such a believer, 
even in the face of the suffering of the present. It is the Spirit who instills such 
confidence, grounding the same in the assurance of a glorious future. All things 
work for the good for the one who believes. For the groaning and the suffering of the 
present is akin to that of Christ Himself, in whom the believer lives, breathes, and 
has his being. For, if the end of such for Christ was life, then the end of such for the 
believer will be the same. 

One rhetorical question after another contributes significantly to the interest 
of verses 31-39, the apex of the chapter and the apex of Romans 5-8. One after 
another rhetorical question factors significantly into the following sequence of 
propositional statements: 

God is for us; therefore, none may successfully stand against us (v. 31). 

That God is indeed for us is supremely indicated in the giving of the Son. 
Because the Son is ours as God's greatest gift, He surely provides for all 
that we need (v. 32). 

(Verses 33-39 expand upon the idea that God is for us.) 

None may level charges against the elect of God, for God has justified us 
and comforted us with the knowledge that we are the elect of God (v. 33). 

None will condemn us in the Day of Judgment, for Christ has died, is 
raised, is seated with God, and intercedes for us. He will in no way condemn 
us but will, instead, defend against every suggestion of an accusation (v. 
34). 

(In place of the forensic language of verses 33-34, verses 35-39 employ the 
relational language of love.) 

Neither persons nor things are powerful enough to separate us from the 
love of God which (and who) is in Christ Jesus. Though many, though 
much, unrelentingly threatens us, we are more than conquerors through 
Him who loved us (w. 35-39). 
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The essential interest of the text: Again, in place of the forensic language of 
verses 33-34, verses 35-39 employ the relational language of love. The point to 
verses 35-39, however, is, for the most part, the same point. Neither persons nor 
things are powerful enough to separate us from the love of God which (and who) is 
in Christ Jesus. Though many, though much, unrelentingly threatens, we are more 
than conquerors through Him who loved us. For the God who is for us promises ever 
and always to protect His own from that which threatens. 

Themes which especially serve the interest of the text: Who will separate us from 
the love of Christ? No one! Nothing! 

Verse 35: The interrogative "Who?" may appear out of place since no agent of a 
personal kind is named until verse 38. Given the use of the interrogative in verses 
33 and 34, however, a rhetorical purpose would seem to inform its repeated use 
here. The genitive "of Christ" is subjective. Featured, therefore, is Christ's love for 
believers. The afflictions in question are frequently those that Paul himself 
experienced as apostle to the Gentiles (cf. 1 Cor. 4:10-13; 2 Cor. 5:4-5; and 11:22-
27). Commentaries will often identify these also with the Messianic woes or birth 
pangs. 

Verse 36: Verse 35 references those troubles that could threaten. Verse 36 
asserts that these very same troubles do, in fact, threaten. None, especially believers, 
are exempt. The citation of Psalm 44:22 is instructive. The greater message of the 
Psalm laments the suffering of the faithful. Though these have been faithful, they 
are still made to suffer abasement, mockery, and defeat. According to Romans, 
afflictions of this kind are inevitable for those who believe. 

Verse 37: Given that which is inevitable (v. 36), verse 37 now attends to the 
questions of verse 35. The adversative that begins verse 37 may well offer the 
answer "No." Rather than separating us from the love of Christ, our afflictions 
become the paradoxical means by which we "more than conquer." Our "triumph" is 
not one that we accomplish on our own, however, but is ours "through Him who 
loved us." 

Verses 38-39: Anything that could conceivably disenfranchise the believer from 
the love of Christ is in view in these verses. "I am persuaded" asserts the very 
authority of the apostle. These verses depart from speaking of "Christ's love" (w. 
35 and 37) and prefer instead to speak with reference to the "love of God that is in 
Christ Jesus our Lord." The essential unity of Father and Son is thereby asserted. 
Verses 38-39 offer up itemized pairs (its reference to "powers" being an exception). 
The pair involving "angels" and "rulers" refers to angelic powers (cf. 1 Cor. 15:24; 
Eph. 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15). The term "powers" involving a personal 
referent, also has to do with angelic powers (cf. 1 Cor. 15:24; see also 2 Thess. 1:7). 
The powers in question are evil, for their purpose is to separate the believer from 
God. The pair involving "height" and "depth" is spatial in kind, though 
metaphorically, in keeping with the text's poetic quality (cf. Ps. 139:8-9; Eph. 3:18). 
In the end there is nothing in all the creation that is powerful enough to separate 
the believer from the love of God in Christ. 

The pragmatics of the text: The goal of the text, it seems, is a fairly transparent 
one. St. Paul purposes to ground, to comfort, and to encourage the believer. All that 
which inevitably, even unrelentingly, threatens the believer is envisioned. But nothing 
in all of creation is powerful enough to separate the believer from the love of God in 
Christ. 

Suggested outline: 
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Introduction: All too often life can bring much in the way of surprises. All too 
often life even brings much in the way of crushing disappointments. Yes, that which 
troubles, that which threatens, is all too real. For the age and the world in which we 
live is genuinely evil. Therefore, genuinely, even unrelentingly besieged are we as 
the children of God. But beaten we are not! 

Besieged, But Not Beaten 

I. Besieged are we. The sermon may focus on recent, even local events and 
circumstances of an illustrative kind. The closer such illustrations are to the 
lived experience of the sermon's hearers the better they will serve in fleshing 
out St. Paul's interest. 

II. But beaten we are not! Consider the magnitude ofthat which God has achieved 
on behalf of those who believe! First, there is the transformation that God has 
wrought in the life of the believer. Secondly, there is the constancy of the hope 
of such a believer, even in the face of the suffering of the present. It is the Spirit 
who instills such confidence, grounding the same in the assurance of a glorious 
future. All things work for the good for the one who believes. For the groaning 
and the suffering of the present is akin to that of Christ Himself, in whom the 
believer lives, breathes, and has his being. For, if the end of such for Christ was 
life, then the end of such for the believer will be the same. 

Conclusion: Therefore, neither persons nor things are powerful enough to 
separate us from the love of God which (and who) is in Christ Jesus. Though many, 
though much, unrelentingly threatens we are more than conquerors through Him 
who loved us. 

Bruce Schuchard 

Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost 
Romans 9:1-5 

August 11,2002 

Context: This text is part of the lectio continua of the book of Romans for the 
Sundays after Pentecost in Series A. It begins the third large division of Paul's 
epistle (chaps. 9-11), the first presenting justification (chaps. 1-4), and the second 
sanctification (chaps. 5-8). In chapters 9-11 Paul addresses the issue of God's 
relationship with the nation of Israel. The apostle grieves that Israel, according to 
the flesh, has by and large rejected Christ. But he rejoices that Israel, according to 
the promise ("all Israel" = believing Jews and Gentiles, 11:26), will be saved. Since 
Paul uses this epistle as a platform for missionary activity (15:20-33), he is 
concerned to establish the rationale for outreach to the Gentiles as well as to 
explain the phenomenon of Jewish unbelief. 

Homiletical treatment: In this sermon the preacher should speak to what Paul 
addresses in the text—the Christian's attitude toward the Jews. This text presents 
a fine opportunity to address a very relevant issue for Christians: How are we to 
understand and relate to people espousing other religions, particularly adherents 
of Judaism, a religion that shares a heritage with Christianity? Especially since 
the terrorist attacks of last September, our society (and therefore our parishioners) 
has considered the issue of tolerance and acceptance of all religions. Lutheran 
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Christians desire guidance in this regard, and Romans 9:1-5 presents an 
outstanding opportunity for the pastor to provide such. 

Focus statement: A Christian's attitude toward unbelieving Jews is that of 
respect for their heritage, sorrow over their lostness, and love for them that they 
might be saved through faith in Jesus Christ. 

Function statement: That the hearer may love lost people (including unbelieving 
Jews) by seeking to bring Christ to them. 

Possible outline and homiletical development of the sermon: 

Introduction: Introduce the theme with the question: "What should a Christian's 
attitude be towards the Jewish people?" 

I. Attitude #1: Respect. A Christian will respect the Jews for their heritage (9:4-
5). 
A. The Jewish people have made significant contributions to us. 

1. They have contributed much to enhance life and culture in the areas 
of art, music, medicine, science, literature, economics, etc. 

2. More importantly, they have contributed much to humanity by being 
the stewards of God's gifts in Old Testament times (9:4-5). 
a. They held a special status with God ("theirs the adoption as 

sons, theirs the divine glory"). 
b. They were entrusted with God's means of grace ("theirs the 

covenants, the receiving of the Torah, the temple service, and the 
promises"). 

c. They were the ancestral line through which God provided the 
Savior ("from whom is the Christ"). 

B. God's relationship with Old Testament Israel is fundamental to His 
establishing a saving relationship with us. 
1. God blessed Israel in order that all the nations of the earth might be 

blessed (Gen. 12:3; 26:4; 28:14; Acts 3:24-25; Gal. 3:8). 
2. God preserved Israel so that the Messiah might arise in its midst. 

II. Attitude #2: Sorrow. A Christian will sorrow over the Jews for their unbelief 
(9:1-2). 
A. Some Christians demonstrate erroneous attitudes about the religion of 

Judaism. 
1. Acceptance. Some people who claim to be Christian accept Judaism 

(and other religions) as another road to salvation apart from Christ. 
This is erroneous because salvation is only through faith in Jesus 
Christ (Acts 4:12; Rom. 8:29). 

2. Antagonism. Some people who claim to be Christian think they are 
justified to hate and malign Jewish people. The sin of anti-Semitism 
can never be espoused by Christians. 

3. Apathy. Some Christians simply don't care about the eternal destiny 
of people who follow Judaism or other false religions. This sin of 
apathy is probably the most pervasive of the three errors. 

B. The proper attitude for us as Christians is sorrow over sin and unbelief. 
1. We sorrow over the sin of unbelieving Jews. 

a. The basis of this sorrow is that although the Jews were given the 
revelation and gifts of God, many have rejected His Messiah. 
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b. This sorrow reflects Paul's heart (9:2). 
c. This sorrow reflects Christ's heart (Luke 19:41-44). 

2. We sorrow over our sins of accepting other religions, of antagonism 
and malice toward Jews, and of apathy toward the lost. 

III. Attitude #3: Love. A Christian will love the Jews and seek after their salvation 
(9:3). 
A. Our sinful attitudes are contrasted with God's gracious attitude: He has 

love for Jews, for Gentiles, and for all people (Rom. 9:24-26). 
B. God's gracious attitude of love for us resulted in His gracious action of 

dying for us. 
1. Paul wishes that he would be cursed and cut off from God instead of 

his Jewish brothers and sisters, but this cannot be (9:3). 
2. Christ was, in fact, cursed and cut off from the Father instead of us 

and all sinners when He hung on the cross. 
a. Jesus bore our sin and its curse (i.e., hell) fully (Gal. 3:13-14). 
b. We are now forgiven of sin and freed from its curse. 
c. Because Christ was separated from the Father in our stead, we 

need never fear being separated from God (Rom. 8:35-39). 
C. Our sanctified response to God's love is to love lost people and seek to 

bring Christ to them. 
1. This was Paul's response (Rom. 10:1). 
2. We will seek opportunity to witness the Gospel to Jews and others 

out of God's love for the lost that He has placed in our hearts. 
David Peter 

Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Romans 11:13-15,29-32 

August 18,2002 

Notes on thepericope: 1. In this pericope Paul concludes a lengthy discussion of 
the problem of Israel's unbelief. As the chosen people of God, Israel's rejection of 
His salvation raises a special difficulty. Did God's Word somehow fail? No, Paul 
firmly asserts; it is rather that not all the physical descendants of Abraham are, in 
the end, children of God (9:6-8). Salvation is always a matter of God's mercy alone, 
even among the Israelites (9:9-29). 

Divine mercy, however, is that which the chosen people would not acknowledge. 
Mercy was precisely what God demonstrated when He justified those who did not 
pursue righteousness, namely, the Gentiles. Mercy, moreover, was precisely that 
which God was upholding when He did not justify those who had been pursuing a 
righteousness before God, namely, Israel (9:30-31), because they would not submit 
to God's own righteousness, the righteousness of faith (9:32; 10:3). 

But what of God's promises to Israel? If God's Word had not failed, could it be 
said that God had rejected His own chosen people (11:1)? Definitely not. Just as 
God had reserved for Himself seven thousand who would not worship Baal, so also 
now God had preserved a faithful remnant (11:2-5). Then could it be said that the 
people had stumbled to such an extent that they were now beyond hope (11:11)? 
Definitely not. Their stumbling had been the occasion for God to bring salvation to 
the Gentiles, which, in turn, was meant to provoke the Jews to envy, repentance, 
and forgiveness. Their stumbling, in effect, would actually bring about their 
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salvation (11:11-12). 
2. At this point the pericope begins. Addressing the Gentiles, Paul reveals 

that he made much of his apostolic ministry to the Gentiles in the hope that he 
might provoke to jealousy his own people, the Israelites, and that some would be 
saved (11:13-14). After all, if their rejection of God's justification meant the 
reconciliation of the whole world to God, then would not their subsequent acceptance 
of this justification mean nothing less than life from the dead (11:15)? Here Paul 
develops the point made in chapter nine, namely, that God was upholding His 
mercy both when, on the one hand, He justified the Gentiles, who had not sought 
righteousness before God, and when He would not justify those Israelites who 
pursued a righteousness of their own. Paul understood his ministry to the Gentiles 
as a means by which God would also bring His originally chosen people, Israel, to 
the righteousness of faith. 

3. In the second part of the pericope, Paul sums up the situation. In terms of 
the proclamation of the Good News, the Israelites are enemies for the sake of the 
Gentiles, but in terms of election, they are still God's beloved for the sake of their 
fathers (11:28), because God's gifts (χαρίσματα) and calling (κλΖσις) are irrevocable 
(11:29). In this context, the "gifts" refer to God's gifts of righteousness (5:15-21) 
and eternal life (6:23). The Gentiles were once disobedient, not pursuing the 
righteousness of God, but in their disobedience God had shown them mercy. In the 
same way, the Israelites were now being disobedient, not pursuing the very same 
righteousness of God. But in their present disobedience God would also show them 
mercy, for "God has consigned (συνέκλεισεν from συγκλείω) all to disobedience so 
that he might have mercy on air (11:32). 

Notes for preaching: 1. This pericope is part of Paul's explanation of God's 
salvation by grace alone. It would therefore be appropriate for a sermon based on 
this passage to expound upon Paul's presentation of God's salvation by grace. 

2. In these chapters Paul teaches us about God's mercy. He tells us that 
salvation is strictly a matter of divine mercy; "it does not depend on a man willing 
or running, but on God having mercy" (Rom. 9:16). This is as true for the Israelite 
as for the Gentile, and that the very unfolding of salvation testifies to this truth. 
Paul does not shy away from speaking the truth about the implications of God not 
showing mercy: God not only "has mercy upon whomever he wills," but also that He 
"hardens whomever he wills" (9:18). 

This passage troubles many. The Lutheran tradition rightly rejects a so-called 
"double predestination," but this rejection affords little comfort to those troubled 
by the truth that without God's grace, that is, without God's election to salvation, 
there is no salvation. In this circumstance, the explanation, "If a person is saved, it 
is all God's doing, but if a person is damned, it is his fault," is pointless, because 
the issue here is not our fault but the truth that we can do nothing to change our 
condition. 

Comfort can only come from God, specifically from God's own assurance that 
He will save this or that person. This assurance lies in the means of grace; in fact, 
this assurance constitutes the means of grace. 

3. Accordingly, this sermon might be outlined simply into two main parts: (1) 
an exposition of the text, particularly its theology of salvation by grace; (2) an 
assurance to the hearers that God will indeed save them. The preacher might give 
that assurance by pointing hearers back to their Baptism or to the body and blood 
of Christ given them in the Sacrament. The preacher could also give that assurance 
in the sermon itself, promising hearers that God will save them. 
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4. Finally, it might be helpful to recognize that such a sermon would do what 
the text talks about God doing: "God consigns all to disobedience, so that he might 
have mercy on all" (11:32). The first part of the sermon would talk about salvation, 
realizing that such talk can lead hearers to confusion about God, even doubt. In 
this way, the sermon would "consign all to disobedience." But the second part of the 
sermon would promise the hearers God's salvation, that is, it would "have mercy on 
all." 

Joel P. Okamoto 

Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Romans 11:33-36 
August 25,2002 

Notes on thepericope: 1. In the homiletical help for the Thirteenth Sunday after 
Pentecost I briefly reviewed some of the main themes in these chapters, and I 
would refer readers back to the "notes on the pericope" for further background on 
this section of Romans. 

2. The pericope consists of the doxology with which Paul draws the entire 
discussion of the problem of Israel's unbelief to an end. It is a great "Thanks be to 
God" and a loud "Glory be to the Father." It is clear that Paul is praising God not 
only for His salvation but especially for the way in which He saves. And Paul 
praises God not simply for His wisdom and ways, but for their quality. Paul magnifies 
God for the depth of His riches, wisdom, and knowledge, for His unsearchable 
judgments, and for His incomprehensible ways (v. 33; cf. Eph. 3:8 on the 
incomprehensible riches of Christ). Although it would appear that, by rejecting Christ 
and righteousness for His sake alone, the Israelites were thwarting or subverting 
God's plan of salvation, they were actually advancing it. God used their rejection to 
bring salvation to the Gentiles. Moreover, God was going to use Israel's own rejection 
to restore the elect of Israel, by making the Israelites jealous of the salvation given 
now to the Gentiles. According to this complicated and contrary plan, God was 
having mercy upon all. "O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of 
God!" 

3. Such profound wisdom and inscrutable ways lead Paul to praise God as 
utterly beyond compare. In the way He justifies both Jews and Gentiles, God 
exhibits His own peculiar wisdom and demonstrates His absolute incomparability. 
And so Paul asks (quoting the Septuagint from Is. 40:13): "Who has known the 
mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counselor?" No one, of course. "Or who has 
given him an advance, that he should be repaid" (cf. Job 41:11)? No one, of course. 
And if one were bold enough to ask, "Why should this be?" Paul has a simple 
answer: "Because from Him and through Him and to Him are all things." 
Accordingly, to God be the glory into the ages. Amen! 

Notes for preaching: 1. The pericope is a doxology, and for this reason it would 
be appropriate for the sermon on this text to seek to lead hearers to make Paul's 
doxology their own. 

2. Such a sermon might begin with a review of Paul's discussion in chapters 
nine through eleven. In particular, attention should be given, on the one hand, to 
the questions that Israel's rejection of Christ and the Gospel poses even for 
Christians today, and, on the other hand, to the way that Paul is able to show that, 
contrary to usual human ways, this was God's way of saving both Israel and the 
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nations. 
3. The sermon would then focus on the wisdom and ways of God as exemplified 

in this passage. How does God save? In quite a strange way. He elects Israel, but 
when the promised Christ comes, He permits them to reject Jesus in order that the 
nations might be saved. Then, when the nations are saved, He will work repentance 
among Israel so that God would save by having mercy upon them all. It may seem 
strange, but God is consistent. As Paul rhetorically asked the Corinthians, "Has 
not God made foolish the wisdom of the world" (1 Cor. 1:20)? 

At this point, the sermon could go on by illustrating other ways in which God 
confounds sinful human reason. An obvious example is in Jesus Christ (see 
especially 1 Cor. 1 on the foolishness of the cross). Luther provides another example 
in the Heidelberg Disputation (1518). In thesis 4 he asserts, "Although the works 
of God always seem unattractive and appear evil, they are nevertheless really 
eternal merits" (LW 31:44). The "works of God" that Luther names are the works 
that God does to save sinners. The way God works is ugly, is contrary, is foolishness. 
As Luther explains: 

That the works of God are unattractive is clear from what is said in Isa. 
53 [:2], "He had no form of comeliness," and in 1 Sam. 2[:6], "The Lord kills 
and brings to life; he brings down to Sheol and raises up." This is under
stood to mean that the Lord humbles and frightens us by means of the law 
and the sight of our sins so that we seem in the eyes of men, as in our own, 
as nothing, foolish, and wicked, for we are in truth that.... And that it is 
which Isa. 28 [:21] calls the alien work of God that he may do his work 
(that is, he humbles us thoroughly, making us despair, so that he may 
exalt us in his mercy, giving us hope), just as Hab. 3 [:2] states, "In wrath 
remember mercy" (LW 31:44). 

4. The sermon would then point out that by acting in such ways, God 
demonstrates that He is God, that is, that "from him and through him and to him 
are all things." God proves that He is entirely free from compulsion and influence, 
that He is entirely beyond compare, not only by accomplishing what He wants but 
accomplishing them in the ways that He wants. 

5. The sermon would then not only point out that God does whatever He wants 
however He wants but also make clear what God actually wants to do, namely, to 
save the hearers. 

6. And so, to such a God, beyond compare in power and in wisdom, and who has 
shown us His mercy, be the glory forever. 

Joel P. Okamoto 

Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Romans 12:1-8 

September 1,2002 

Perhaps as a young child you learned this little exercise in Sunday School: 
"Here is the church. Here is the steeple. Open it up and see all the people." It's a 
cute little rhyme, and it's cute to watch little kids doing the motions to it. But I 
wonder if it doesn't communicate in our earliest years a misunderstanding of what 
the church really is. This is because when we say, "Here is the church," our hands 
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form the shape of a building. This little poem communicates the popular idea that 
the church is something made out of bricks and mortar, of wood and glass and 
shingles. But that's not what the Bible understands the church to be. 

The Greek word in the New Testament translated as "church" is ekklesia, 
which literally means "called out." You can't call out a building. But you can call out 
people! And that is precisely what the Biblical definition of the church is—people 
who have been called out of the self-centeredness and sin of the world to live in the 
grace of God. Have you ever noticed what is at the center of the word spelled 
"church"? The letters U and R. And you know what is the substance of the true 
church as well? You guessed it: you are! The church is made up of people—you and 
me who believe in Jesus as our Savior and Lord. 

This is the message which Paul communicates in our text from Romans 12. 
Paul says that we who believe in Jesus are integrally and organically related to 
each other. So much so that he compares us to parts of a body. Paul compares the 
church to the body of Christ, (read w. 4-6). I see three main points that Paul is 
making in comparing the church to a body. First that there is unity in the body. 
Second that there is diversity. And third that there is interdependence. 

First, the unity in the body. Verses 4-5 of our text state: "Just as each of us has 
many parts in one body...so we who are many form one body in Christ." The picture 
is that of a human body. It has many different organs and parts, but it is one body. 
You look at me and think of one person, not as a composite of organs and limbs and 
bones and skin. Similarly, we who make up the church may be many, individual, 
distinct, and yet we are one body in Christ. There is a unity. And the reason we are 
united with each other is we are all united with Christ through faith. 

When I was in junior high school, I remember my least favorite class being 
algebra. I hated balancing all those equations, like χ = 2y + z. But there was one 
equation that I could understand. That is, if χ = y, and ζ = y, then χ = ζ. Got it? Well 
in a way that simple equation applies to our relationship with each other in the 
church. Because if, as the Bible affirms, I am united with Christ through Baptism 
(Rom. 6:3-4), and you are also united with Christ through Baptism, that means 
that I must be united with you. And indeed we are. As Paul states in our text, "We 
who are many form one body in Christ." 

Jesus Christ is our common denominator. He's the one who brings us together. 
And He brings us together with each other because He has brought us together 
with Himself. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5: "God was in Christ reconciling the 
world unto Himself, not counting their trespasses against them." In the person of 
Jesus Christ, God was reconciled with a sinful world, which includes us. God was 
united with humanity not only through the incarnation, but also through His taking 
upon Himself our sin upon the cross and giving us instead His righteousness and 
holiness. It is the one Gospel that makes us one in Christ. There is a real unity in 
the church, Christ's body. One body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one 
Baptism (Eph. 4:4-5). 

And yet even though there is unity in the church, there is also room for variety 
and distinctiveness. And so the second point Paul makes in comparing the church 
to a body is that there is diversity (quote w. 4-6). 

Again the picture is that of a human body. It is unified, true. Yet that doesn't 
mean that it is all the same. Every part of my body is not an eyeball, and every part 
of my body is not a liver or a hipbone or a toe. No, the body is one, but it is made up 
of diverse parts and organs that have different functions. 

Likewise in the church we have one mission—making disciples of Jesus 

CONCORDIA JOURNAL/JULY 2002 305 



Christ—and yet also various and diverse ways of carrying out that mission. As 
Paul says, "We have diverse gifts, according to the grace given us" (v. 6). Some of you 
might carry out Christ's mission by teaching children in Sunday School or by visiting 
the sick in the hospital or by administering the finances for the congregation. As 
our text states, "all the parts do not have the same function" (v. 4). There is diversity 
in Christ's body, the church. 

And yet sometimes that diversity scares us. We want everyone to be the same 
in the church—like us!—with the same interests and tastes and emphases. 
Basically, we want Christian clones. But God's design for His church, His body, is 
not that it be composed of Christian clones. Instead, He desires diversity among 
us—that's why He has given us diverse gifts and functions in the church. God 
promises in our text that all this diversity will only enrich our fellowship and 
ministry together. More than that, the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us of our sin 
of not appreciating the different gifts and emphases of our Christian brothers and 
sisters. 

The third and final point that Paul wishes to drive home in our text is that of 
our interdependence within the church. Verse 5 reads: "We who are many form one 
body in Christ, and each part belongs to the others." Again, Paul compares us to 
anatomy. Each part of our body is dependent upon the others. The heart is dependent 
upon the lungs for oxygen, but the lungs are dependent upon the heart for blood. 
The mouth is dependent on the legs for mobility, but the legs are dependent on the 
mouth to receive food and nourishment. Even the less glorious parts of our bodies 
are essential for proper functioning. Take the armpit, for example. Can you imagine 
what it would be like not having armpits? And so every part of the body needs the 
other parts in order to be healthy and whole. 

A Sunday School teacher of six-year-olds was teaching them the "Here's the 
Church" exercise I described at the beginning of this sermon. Halfway through the 
exercise, the teacher was horrified to remember that one little boy couldn't 
participate—he had only one arm. Ashamed of her inconsideration, she looked 
toward the boy, expecting him to be in tears. Instead, she witnessed a wonder. The 
girl sitting next to the boy had reached out her hand and intertwined her fingers 
with his so that together they could form the church. 

In the body of Christ, the church, we need each other to be healthy and whole. 
As our text states, "each part belongs to the others" (v. 5). So we need the children 
and teenagers just as well as the young adults and middle-aged folks and elderly 
people. We need the task-oriented as well as the relationally oriented people. We 
need the up-front leaders and the behind-the-scenes workers. Our church needs 
your distinctive gifts that God has given you. All of us are equally important in 
Christ's body, and we need each other. God works through you by His Spirit to serve 
others, and He works through others to serve you. We are interdependent. 

If I could, I would prefer to re-write that little children's couplet that I began 
this sermon with. My new version would say: "Where is the church? It's under the 
steeple. Where is the church? It's in all the peopled We are the church, the body of 
Christ. And in that body, we have a unity in Christ, a diversity of gifts, and an 
interdependence of service to each other. Amen. 

David Peter 
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Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Romans 13:1-10 

September 8,2002 

Respect, Honor, and Pay Taxes 

(I realize that this Sunday is just before the first anniversary of the terrorist 
attacks last September 11. However, lam writing this in early May and am not sure 
what the remembrances of those attacks will be across the country. I have indicated 
where you may include some material about the anniversary. For example, you may 
wish to mention something in the introduction.) 

Did you know you can pass by a policeman sitting alongside the road and not 
be afraid of getting a ticket? The radar gun can be out, trained right at your car, 
tracking you as you drive through his speed trap. Sure, your heart might speed up 
a bit when you see him. You might even ease up on the gas pedal. But there is a way 
that you can sail right by without having to worry. What is it? Go the speed limit! 

You do not get a ticket, lose points, or have your insurance rates go up when you 
obey the law. You see, submitting to the governing authorities is actually quite 
freeing. You can drive along and relax because you know the officer has no reason to 
stop you. If you are not already doing so, try it, and you will be surprised how much 
more relaxing the drive will be when you go the speed limit. The same principle 
works for other areas of life. Pay your taxes honestly, and an audit is much less 
likely or threatening. Don't do drugs, and you do not get caught up in the violence 
and jail time of those who do. Obey the law, and you reduce your worries and 
problems with the government dramatically. 

That is why God has instituted governing authorities. He knows that the best 
way for us to live is to have everyone submit to the laws that govern our land. Do 
what is right, and life goes along fairly well. Break the law, and life breaks down. 
He wants us to submit, obey, pay taxes, honor the government, respect those in 
authority, and do what is right. Chaos and anarchy are not good. Order and authority 
are. So if you disobey, disrespect, and dishonor those in authority, you are not just 
hurting yourself and those around you, you're also rebelling against God. Not a 
good thing to do. 

Yet, for some reason, we hear those commands to obey, submit, honor your 
elected officials, pay taxes, and respect the government in a more negative way. The 
other day I saw a bumper sticker that brought a smile to my face. "Bad cop. No 
donut." I know it was meant in a lighthearted, sort of poke fun of the police way. 
We're not talking rebellion or sedition here. But underlying those words is a 
disrespect that made me pause and realize how easy it is for us to criticize, tear 
down, and denigrate our governing authorities. 

Certainly the negative political advertising doesn't help us to think positively 
about those in authority. The rancor and mean spirited debate on Capitol Hill or in 
the state governments gives us lots to complain about and imitate. The vicious 
battles between Republicans and Democrats create ill will throughout the country 
that carries over into our conversations. Yes, it is easy, even expected, to be 
disrespectful toward those in authority. 

Now, I'm not saying that every elected official does what is right and has only 
our best interests in mind. Of course not. We all know about the corruption or 
misconduct by police, congressmen, governors, and presidents. We know that politics 
turns even those who want to govern well into criminals or those who vote according 
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to money supplied by special interest groups instead of for their constituencies. 
Yet God does not let us use those who abuse their offices as a reason for our 

disrespect and disobedience. The institution is bigger than the person holding the 
office. Yes, President Nixon resigned because of Watergate. President Clinton's 
actions with an intern were criminal. But the presidency still holds our respect and 
honor, regardless of what these men did, because it is a governing institution given 
by God for the good of this country. 

So also the other governing authorities around us. Some policemen may take 
bribes, but our respect for the police department is still God's will because He has 
instituted these authorities to protect us. You may not like what the legislature 
does with your tax dollars, but the Lord wants us to pay those taxes honestly, 
honoring the government that makes those decisions. No, the failures of those who 
hold the offices do not give us an excuse for disobedience and disrespect. 

Yet it is there, isn't it? The disrespect is there, in our lives. The way we think, 
the way we talk, the way we complain, the way we tear down, the way we feel can be 
anything but submitting to and honoring of the governing authorities. (Here you 
may say something about the sudden respect and pride in our country following the 
terrorist attacks and how that slowly disappeared as time went on. We may still have 
our bumper stickers and little flags, but our attitudes toward the government, taxes, 
and many laws are less than respectful and submissive.) Deep within all of us is a 
rebellious streak that finds it all too easy to hear the words obey, submit, respect, 
taxes, and honor as something negative rather than God's good and gracious will 
for us. 

And make no mistake about it. God's good and gracious will includes the 
governing officials. Long ago Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census be 
taken of the whole Roman world. A young couple, Mary and Joseph, traveled to 
Bethlehem, and while they were there Mary gave birth to a son. Jesus was born 
just where the ancient prophecies had foretold, and His parents were in Bethlehem 
because of Caesar's decree. Yes, God will use the governing authorities to carry out 
His will. 

Some thirty years later, Pontius Pilate hears a case involving the Jewish 
Sanhédrin and their hatred for Jesus. He wants to let Jesus go. He finds no fault in 
Him. Yet Pilate knows his politics. He knows what will happen if he lets Jesus go 
free. Jesus' enemies will report to Caesar that Pilate let a self proclaimed King go 
unpunished. So the order is given. Jesus is led away by the Roman soldiers to be 
crucified. The nails are driven in by the governing authorities. Yet all is happening 
according to God's plan. Our salvation, our forgiveness, our eternal life, our status 
as citizens in God's kingdom were all granted when Jesus was executed by the 
Roman government. Yes, God will use the governing authorities to carry out His 
will. 

Now jump ahead another thirty or so years. The apostle Paul has been arrested. 
Many want to kill him on the spot for proclaiming Jesus as the Savior. But he 
appeals to Caesar as a Roman citizen. His life is protected—for the moment. He 
will travel to Rome, and along the way he tells governors, soldiers, and prison 
guards the wonderful news of Jesus' resurrection. Many believe. It's not just Paul, 
either. The church is persecuted by those in authority. Yet that persecution just 
pushes the church into new and fertile grounds for mission work and the starting of 
new congregations. Yes, God will use the governing authorities to carry out His will. 

And did you notice what kind of governments were there. Not always good. Not 
always friendly to the church. Sometimes the people carrying out their governing 
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authority were evil, trying to kill this new religion called Christianity. Still Paul 
says to respect, obey, to do what is right because the government has been instituted 
by God to keep order, to punish wrongdoers, and to promote the good. Of course, 
when ordered to sin, to do something against God's Law, we must obey God rather 
than men. But, otherwise, Paul's word is simple—submit to the governing 
authorities. 

And, you know what—quite often those governing authorities are trying to do 
what is good and useful for the country they serve. When Jesus was met by a 
Roman centurion with a servant near death, the Jewish elders asked Jesus to help 
that centurion because he had done so much to help them. Another centurion stood 
beneath the cross and declared Jesus to be the Son of God. The Roman government 
had laws that promoted order and safety; roads that permitted the spread of the 
Gospel, leaders who sought to deal with criminals justly. Yes, God's will is often 
carried out through the governing authorities. 

In the July 2000 Lutheran Witness, John Shimkus, who represents Illinois' 20th 

Congressional District for the House of Representatives, wrote about being a 
politician who is also a Christian. He says that many members of Congress pray 
for each other, go to Bible classes and worship, and seek out fellowship times. 
Listen to what he says. 

The majority of members are moral men and women committed to their 
families, faith, love of country and ideology. As in any profession, bickering 
and sin do exist. But Godliness and high moral standards also thrive in 
the political arena and our government—though they seldom grab the 
headlines (201). 

In the article, Rep. Shimkus wisely encourages us to view our government as a gift 
from God and to be good stewards of that gift. Or, as Paul says, to respect, honor 
and obey the governing authorities. 

(What follows next is a personal story I plan to use when I preach this sermon. You 
may introduce it with a sentence such as "One of the professors at Concordia Seminary 
in St. Louis tells of a time when he..." or tell a similar story from your own pastoral 
ministry or relate something from the everyday or heroic responses to the terrorist 
attacks.) 

A number of years ago I was meeting with a student who had four children. A 
fifth child was on the way. As a student, he and his wife were always struggling to 
make ends meet. They did not have enough money to live on. He, however, was 
reluctant to ask for any government assistance for food or medical care. I encouraged 
him to make use of whatever programs he could. Why? I said that there are many 
Christians in this country who faithfully pay their taxes, myself included. I told 
him that I know some of that money is wasted and some is spent on the wrong 
programs. But my hope was that my tax dollars would also be spent for times just 
like this, where God could use the governing authorities to help people in need. I 
know you can't trace where your tax monies are spent, but I do know that paying 
revenue where revenue is due is pleasing to God and is often used to bring good into 
the lives of the people in this country and around the world. And, yes, the student 
did receive the added help he needed for the birth of the child. 

Paul's words are wise when he speaks of respect, obedience, and honor for our 
governing authorities—even when we have to pay taxes. I mean, do "you want to be 

CONCORDIA JOURNAL/JULY 2002 309 



free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend 
you. For he is God's servant to do you good." Amen. 

Glenn A. Nielsen 

Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Romans 14:5-9 

September 15,2002 

Imposed agendas.. .that's one way of approaching this text. In overt and hidden 
ways people are always trying to impose their beliefs upon us. The high school 
student feels the weight of peer pressure. The new college graduate, fresh at the 
first job, senses the demand to do things according to the protocols of business. 
Within our congregations, and synod too, various views vie for supremacy. If the 
truth be told, it seems that almost everyone is seeking to urge his or her agenda 
upon others. 

How shall we preachers raise the Lord's agenda above the fray? In historical 
context, Paul here addressed two specific cases. Some people were seeking to impose 
their views about Jewish festivals but were being resisted. A parallel case was 
whether or not to eat meat offered to idols. "Whatever," as we say colloquially, is 
Paul's response, but "each one should be fully convinced in his own mind." Paul 
bases his appeal for a higher unity on several facts that can guide us as we contend 
with conflicting agendas, especially amidst the jeremiads from brothers and sisters 
within our congregation or the LCMS. 

Fact: That other Christian, the one whose opinion we're not buying, is also a 
servant of our Lord (v. 4). He or she doesn't belong to us but to the Master. 

Fact: Each of us is accountable to the Lord. "Each of us will give an account of 
himself to God" (v. 12). True, this is a note of Law, but "the law is to be diligently 
applied not only to unbelievers and the impenitent but also to people who are 
genuinely believing, truly converted, regenerated, and justified through faith" (FC, 
Ep, VI). 

Fact: The motivation for magnanimity with one another is, or should be, the 
Gospel of the death and resurrection of Christ (w. 7-9). He died and rose so that we, 
I with the opinions I think right and you with the opinions you think right.. .so that 
we together might identify ourselves by that more compelling relationship, our 
belonging to the Lord Jesus Christ. This is the agenda of our Savior who summons 
us to unity (cf. John 12:32; 17:21; Eph. 2:14-18; 4:3). Yielding ourselves to His 
agenda by the effective work of the Spirit, we are free to relegate our own peculiar 
agendas and those of our peers to secondary status. They have not become 
unimportant, just not primary. I 

You'll be preaching this text in the aftermath of 9-11 remembrances. Your 
listeners will have seen, heard, and read numerous media accounts about the 
attack on the World Trade Center and Pentagon. Paul's teaching that all days are 
inherently neutral has not stopped society from imposing some special days upon 
us, like 9-11. We accept some impositions because we are in the world, but at the 
same time seek another agenda to live by, one that is not of the world. That higher 
agenda was impressed on us at Baptism. The imposition of the sign of the cross 
upon forehead and heart, the pouring of water, the words of the Gospel.... This has 
raised our hearts above the fray and on the way has united us with those Christians 
we're so wont to attack. Baptism has made us one. 
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Suggested outline: 

The Imposing Agenda 

I. "My way or the highway!" 
A. Everyone seems to strive to impose his or her agenda on us, even within 

the church. Give examples. 
B. Is unity among us possible? 

II. In Baptism God impressed His agenda upon us. 
A. You may not like your fellow Christian's opinion, but through our 

incorporation into the burial of Christ we all have received forgiveness of 
sins. 

B. New life is theirs as well as yours through our participation in His 
resurrection. 

C. That Christian who holds different opinions? You'll spend eternity together 
in heaven! 

D. Creedal and catechism facts that we share are of greater importance than 
some smaller religious opinions that divide us. 

III. God imposes His agenda on our life together. 
A. Baptism imposes upon us an agenda of unity. 
B. Explanation of the situation in the text. 
C. Examples of times when we ignore His agenda and pursue our own designs 

for ourselves and others. 
D. Analysis: We forget the agenda of unity imposed on us in Baptism. 

IV. Our amended agenda: "We are the Lord's." 
A. Our unity is derived from Jesus' unity with each of us and all of us. 
B. Detailed in the fundamental truths of the Creed and Catechism. 
C. Devotion to His saving agenda leads us to... 

1. Love one another. 
2. Converse with one another in non-judgmental, affirming ways. 

V. Conclusion: 9-11. 
A. This week we have remembered the terrible attacks of last year. 
Β. Mindful of such evil, of those "out there" who want to impose their agenda 

on us, should not we, impressed by Baptism, unite with one another in the 
affirming love of Christ? 

Dale A. Meyer 

Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Philippians 1:1-5 (6-11), 19-27 

September 22,2002 

Introduction: People! At times we can't live with them...but, then again, at 
times we can't live without them! People! Our attitude toward people is a major 
thread that runs throughout Philippians. What follows is a study based upon 
Philippians 1:1-11 under the theme "Relationships 101." 

Liturgical context: Attitude is everything when it comes to our approach to 
people (note the word φρονέω in Phil. 1:7 and the comments there). The Old 
Testament lesson for the day gets at this. "Let the wicked forsake his way and the 
evil man his thoughts"9 (Is. 55:7). So often our thoughts toward people are focused on 
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revenge, one-up-man-ship, and pride. Yahweh's thoughts are so very different! "For 
my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways" (Is. 55:8). The 
appointed Gospel lesson from Matthew 20:1-16 also accents this marvelous 
attitude God has toward people. Whereas we keep score, get even, and expect 
justice; He is generous with mercy and grace. "Don't I have the right to do what I 
want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?" (Matt. 
20:15). 

Biblical context: Philippians is well known for its emphasis on the attitude of 
joy. In fact, the word χαρά and its cognates are used fourteen times. Based on joy, 
one way of looking at Philippians is to see St. Paul listing the "kill-joys" present in 
the Philippian congregation—e.g., suffering (1:12-30), selfish attitudes (2:1-11), 
complaining (2:12-18), legalism (3:1-11), lack of goals (3:12-20), anxiety (4:1-9), 
and discontentment (4:10-23). But perhaps the chief "kill-joy" is introduced in 1:1-
11 with it continuing throughout all four chapters—sour relationships with people! 

Comments on the text: Verse 1: The unique feature here is not that Paul links 
Timothy's name with his own; Paul names other co-senders (1 Cor. 1:1; 1 Thess. 
1:1; 2 Thess. 1:1). Rather, the uniqueness lies in the fact that Paul permits the 
noun δούλοι to stand in apposition both to his own name and to Timothy's, a 
unique feature in the literary legacy left by Paul. By such an expression, Paul was 
setting the tone for the rest of the letter, i.e., Christian relationships are not based 
on authority, superiority, or inferiority, but on humble equality. This attitude is 
given classic expression in Philippians 2:6-8 which portrays our Lord with a humble 
attitude toward His Father. If one must chose between the Hellenistic-Roman 
environment idea of δούλος and that of the Old Testament, the better choice seems 
to be that of the former. In this case "slave" is a person possessing no rights or 
freedom. He lives totally at the service of others. Paul rarely uses the word πάσιν to 
address the readers of his letters (only here and in Rom. 1:7). The startling frequency 
of the expression "all of you" (1:4, 7 [two times], 8, 25; 2:17, 26; 4:21, 23) indicates 
a major theme of Philippians—relationships. One further relational note is struck 
with the inclusion of έπισκόποις και διακόνοις after the phrase τοις άγίοις. Aware 
of the dissention and self-serving attitudes of the church, Paul places the leaders 
after the members in a subtle attempt to foster humility. 

Verse 4: "With joy" (μετά χαράς)—joy cannot be affected by external 
circumstances; rather for Paul it is a defiant "nevertheless" with which he 
approaches relationships that might otherwise destroy him. Joy allows the believer 
to see beyond any particular circumstance to the loving Lord who stands above all 
events and ultimately has control over them. Joy undergirds Paul's relationships 
with people, and he seeks to inculcate this attitude into the Philippian church. 

Verse 5: κοινωνία is a distinctively Pauline word, used by him thirteen of the 
nineteen times it appears in the New Testament. The frequent use of this word and 
its cognates in Philippians is striking (1:5, 7; 2:1; 3:10; 4:15). Thus, this word 
provides another note in the symphony the apostle is playing regarding the 
importance of tight-knit, loving Christian relationships. 

Verse 6: Paul's attitude toward the Philippians is highlighted here by his firm 
confidence in what the Lord will do in and for them. What God creates He brings to 
completion (cf. Is. 44:6; 48:12—Yahweh is the First and the Last—meaning He 
begins and He finishes). So if God calls the community to faith, He stands also at 
the end of the call to bring each member to the desired goal—complete salvation. 

Verse 7: The word φρονέω is distinctively Pauline. It is used ten of his twenty-
three times here in Philippians. In addition to the ideas of attitude and feeling, it 
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includes such ideas as "to think" or "to hold an opinion" about someone or something. 
It is a word that embraces both feeling and thought, emotions and mind. Note the 
twofold use of πάντων υμών here (also in 1:1,4) and συγκοινωνούς (cf. κοινωνία in 
1:5). Paul will use the preposition συν to describe one of the members of the 
Philippian church—Epaphroditus (2:25). In so doing the apostle again underscores 
the importance of people working with, not against, each another. 

Verse 8: σπλάγχνοις in Greek thought were the nobler organs of the body—the 
heart, liver, and lungs—not the intestines. These were regarded as the seat and 
origin of the deeply felt emotions such as anger and love. 

Verses 9 to 11: περισσεύη is a Pauline word, used by him twenty-six of the 
thirty-nine times it appears in the New Testament. Perhaps no other word so 
characterized for him the new age opened up by Christ—for this new age is no 
meager age but one marked by an overflowing and rich abundance! Paul prays that 
the Philippians will overflow in (1) intelligent and perceptive love, (2) the ability to 
make godly decisions, (3) the means to be a pure and kind community, and (4) 
righteous fruit, all to the honor and praise of God. 

Homiletical development of the sermon: Under the title "Relationships 101," 
part one may be "People are People—Nothing More." Paul knows that people can 
and do disappoint, for he writes these verses probably from a prison in Rome in 61 
A.D. Ten years previous to that, in 51 A.D., he had personally founded the church in 
Philippi. Acts 16 tells us what happened when Paul attempted to bring the Gospel 
to this Roman colony. "The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and 
the magistrates ordered them to be stripped and beaten. After they had been 
severely flogged, they were thrown into prison" (Acts 16:22-23a). After the "jailhouse 
rock" of Acts 16:25-28 "...they escorted them from the prison, requesting them to 
leave the city" (Acts 16:39). This way of treating people affected the church's 
relationships—here reference the comments on 1:1—but also see 4:2-3. Alcoholic 
parents, abusive friends, emotionally distant family members...we often let each 
other down, sometimes deeply. People are people—nothing more! 

Second, "God is God—Nothing Less." Whereas people disappoint and frustrate, 
Paul points us to Christ Jesus (mentioned three times in 1:1-2). Here, note the 
contrasts stated between the Lord and people by means of the Old Testament and 
Gospel lessons for the day. Further contrasts from Philippians are as follows: 
whereas people may bring bad news, Christ brings το εύαγγέλιον (1:5)—whereas 
people often don't complete what they begin, God does (1:6)—whereas people don't 
always serve each other, He did (2:5-11), completely! Christ's act of humble 
servanthood forms the basis for our forgiveness and righteous standing before the 
Father. God is God—and He gives nothing less than His very best through Word 
and Sacrament! 

Third, "Love is Love—Nothing Else." Paul eschews a sentimental, superficial, 
fleeting love (cf. 1:9 where he seeks love that "abounds in knowledge and depth of 
insight"). Rather, driven by the love of Jesus, Paul writes about an inclusive love 
(1:1, 4, 7, 8)—a thankful love (1:3)—a deep love (1:8)—and a praying love (1:9-11). 

Class is over! Now it's time to go out and demonstrate, by the power of the 
Holy Spirit, that we've been taught and trained to joyfully embrace the people 
placed into our lives. And this we do διά Ιησού Χριστού εις δόξαν και επαινον θεού 
(1:11). 

Reed Lessing 
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Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
(St. Michael and All Angels) 

Revelation 12:7-12 
September 29,2002 

The context of the text: The drama that comprises the last half of the book of 
Revelation (chaps. 12-22) describes the defeat of the devil, who is cast down from 
heaven to earth (see especially Rev. 12:7-12) and from earth to the abyss, the "pool 
of fire and sulphur" (see especially Rev. 20:7-10). While on earth, Satan seeks to 
have his way with the inhabitants of this world. In the end, however, God and the 
Lamb thwart Satan's efforts. And, a new heaven, which is a new earth, free from 
Satan and from his power, becomes the dwelling place of both God and man. 

The essential interest of the text: Attending especially to the issue of the power of 
the heavenly over that of the Prince of Darkness, Revelation 12:7-12, like so much 
of the rest of Revelation, focuses on the matter of the "now" over against the "not 
yet." The veritable defeat of Satan is a present reality, even in the now. That one 
need no longer reckon with the threat of him, however, is yet to be (and will not be 
till Christ returns finally to judge both the living and the dead). Still, the present 
is a time of great blessing, of joy, and of hope. For, even now, Christ reigns over all, 
even over Satan. And a time will come when no vestige of Satan's person or power 
continues to haunt or threaten the children of God. 

Themes from Revelation 12 which especially serve the interest of the text: Every 
reason for patient endurance is given with the "great sign" of Revelation 12. The 
long awaited child, the Messiah, "a male child destined to shepherd/rule all the 
nations with an iron rod" (Rev. 12:5; cf. Ps. 2:9) is born to the woman (a figure that 
bespeaks both the reality of the virgin and her people, the people of the promise? cf. 
John 19:26-27). Despite the dragon's every plan and intention, the child mysteriously 
escapes the threat of the dragon, is "caught up to God and to His throne" (Rev. 12:5), 
and the dragon is cast down (Rev. 12:7-12). Both surprised and enraged at his 
defeat, the dragon goes ofF"to make war with the rest of her (the woman's) offspring 
(Rev. 12:13-18), those who keep God's commandments and bear witness to Jesus" 
(Rev. 12:17). But woman and children are given to reside in safety for the present 
time in a place of refuge which is the desert (Rev. 12:6). Life in the desert, by 
definition, is harsh, threatening. But those belonging to both the woman and her 
enthroned son bear every reason to endure faithfully to the end. A cosmic battle 
has transpired which informs not just the reality of the now, but especially the hope 
ofthenotyet. 

Verse 7: Michael is a figure both familiar and defining. For Michael is an 
angelic "prince" whose work is to defeat the powers that oppose Israel (Dan. 10:13, 
21). He is the heavenly "protector" of the people of God (Dan. 12:1), and the adversary 
of the devil (Jude 9). Michael and his hosts therefore fight on behalf of both the 
woman and her children. 

Verse 8-9: And this is the result. The great dragon and his host are thrown 
down, "that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the 
inhabitants of the whole world." He is thrown down to the earth, and his angels are 
thrown down with him. 

Verse 10: A loud voice in heaven therefore proclaims the glorious news. "Now 
(even now!) have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and 
the authority of His Christ, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, 
who was accusing them day and night before our God." No longer has Satan any 
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opportunity to go before God that he might bring charges against the citizens of 
this world. Removed from the very domain of the heavenly is he. And gutted is his 
power. 

Verse 11: Victorious, then, even in the now are all God's children. For "they 
have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb, and by the word of their testimony" 
(i.e., the selfsame testimony of the loud voice from heaven). For this very reason, 
"they did not love their life even in the face of death." The everyday perceptions of 
those who suffer on earth are therefore reversed. For the seemingly defeated are, in 
fact, the victorious, even as they await the glory of the not yet. 

Verse 12: Therefore, even the heavens have reason to rejoice. "Rejoice then, you 
heavens and those who tabernacle in them!" This is not to say, however, that life in 
the now will ever be free of toil and trouble. Indeed, "Woe to the earth and to the 
sea, for the devil has come down to you with great wrath, because he knows that his 
time is short!" 

The pragmatics of the text for all who live in the "now": Again, every reason for 
patient endurance is given with the "great sign" of Revelation 12. Satan continues 
to threaten. The wicked prosper. The righteous suffer (or just don't seem ever to 
"get ahead"). Evil seems to reign. Of course it does! The devil's wrath is fierce, and 
he is relentless because he knows of his end. He knows that his time is short. 

Revelation likens Satan to a rogue animal that the forces of God have 
coralled, driving it off the expansive plains of heaven into the fenced-in 
area of earth. The beast rampages within its newly limited circumstances, 
seeking to do as much damage as possible during the short time that 
remains.... Those who think that Satan rages because he is invincible will 
give up in despair, but those who recognize that Satan rages on earth 
because he has already lost heaven and is now desperate have reason to 
resist him, confident that God will prevail (C. R. Koester, Revelation and 
the End of All Things, [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001], 123). 

Suggested outline for preaching the text: 

Down, But Not (Yet) Out 

Introduction: Which is the more dire circumstance in our day? War? Or peace? 
To know in no uncertain terms the ever-present threat of death? Or to be lulled into 
a false sense of security, thinking that all is well when all most certainly is not (at 
least entirely) well? Which is the more deadly? As powerful and as real as St. 
John's Revelation was to a people living in the first century in the midst of the 
threat of either being assimilated to the existing culture or being extinguished by 
it, just so is it powerful and real to the people of today. For even today, the devil is 
down, but he is most certainly not yet out. 

I. Down is Satan! The death and resurrection of our Lord has secured Satan's 
defeat. The present end of Satan is real. The strong man has been bound (Rev. 
20:1-6). The future end of Satan is assured. In heaven no longer is he. Banished 
forever is he. Down is Satan. 

II. But not yet out is Satan! Not yet consigned to the abyss is he. Rather, on the 
prowl is he, seeking those whom he may devour. Ours is the present and very 
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real trouble of "the great tribulation" (Rev. 7:14). "I know that you live where 
Satan's throne is," declares Jesus, "where Satan lives" (Rev. 2:13). 

Concluding thoughts: Even so, ours is every reason for patient, even joyful, 
endurance. For the victory is now, as all God's faithful await the glory of the not yet, 
when "To the victor I will give the right to eat from the tree of life that is in the 
garden of God" (Rev. 2:7). For "The victor shall not be harmed by the second death" 
(Rev. 2:11). "To the victor I shall give some of the hidden manna" (Rev. 2:17), declares 
Jesus. "To the victor who keeps to my ways until the end, I will give authority over 
the nations" (Rev. 2:26). "The victor will thus be dressed in white, and I will never 
erase his name from the book of life but will acknowledge his name in the presence 
of my Father and of his angels" (Rev. 3:5). "The victor I will make into a pillar in the 
temple of my God, and he will never leave it again. On him I will inscribe the name 
of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which comes 
down out of heaven from my God, as well as my new name" (Rev. 3:12). "I will give 
the victor the right to sit with me on my throne, as I myself first won the victory and 
sit with my Father on his throne" (Rev. 3:21). "Let the one who has ears to hear 
hear," says the Lord. May His coming be soon! 

Bruce Schuchard 

Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost 
Phi l ippians 3:12-21 

October 6,2002 

A Good Pattern to Follow 

Two, four, six, eight, ten—what's next? Twelve. You know the pattern. The even 
numbers starting at two. Up, down, up. Up, down, up. Up, down,...of course, the next 
direction is up. The pattern was given, and you know what's next just by following 
it. 

The church lives in a very specific pattern. It starts with an up in December 
with the prophecy and birth of Jesus. Quickly we move to His Baptism and His 
rising popularity through His life of teaching, miracles, and preaching. But then 
things go downhill. In Lent we watch as opposition to Jesus grows, especially by 
the religious leaders. Soon it's Good Friday, the darkest, lowest day—betrayal, 
beating, mocked. It's the end of His life. His head drops down, lifeless as He hangs 
on the cross. But all of a sudden we're back up again—resurrection! Jesus is alive 
and showing Himself to His disciples. Forty days later He ascends into heaven and 
the rest of the year, from May until December, we joyously focus on how this risen 
Savior is present in and among His church. We live this pattern, this up, down, up, 
this birth, struggle and death, resurrection, year after year after year. 

But it's not just the church year; it's also the last week of Jesus' life that has 
this up, down, up pattern. Palm Sunday is an up. Jesus rides into Jerusalem on a 
donkey. He knows what lies ahead. He knows what's coming. But His face is set 
toward that holy city. A mission has taken hold of Him. He will die for His people. 
He will bring salvation to all nations. 

And the people respond—at first. Shouts of Hosanna. Palm branches and 
cloaks. A triumphant parade. The week begins on a high note. 

But all too soon opposition appears, and it's quickly downhill. Jesus stands up 
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for what is right and cleans out the Temple of the moneychangers. The religious 
leaders plot His arrest and execution. The crowds that had so enthusiastically 
welcomed Him into Jerusalem will soon yell, "Crucify Him! Crucify Him!" 

By Thursday night the mission Jesus had so focused on, that had so taken hold 
of Him, is in full swing. The Last Supper is eaten. Final prayers are said in the 
Garden of Gethsemane. Soldiers arrest Him. The trial is fixed. By Friday He's on 
a cross. The mission is nearly complete. Jesus is dying for His people, bringing 
salvation to us all. Yet Friday night, Saturday, and early Sunday He's in the tomb, 
and His followers are down—grieving, depressed, hurt, disappointed. 

But Sunday morning is coming. Suddenly the up has returned. Resurrection 
Day! Easter joy! He's alive again! 

Do you see the pattern? A mission takes hold of Jesus. It starts with celebration. 
The middle is filled with opposition and pain. But the end, oh the end, is glorious 
indeed. Up, down, up. For us in the church, that's the pattern. 

What's more, we are called to live in that same pattern. 
The beginning takes hold of us. For most of us it was at a baptismal font. Jesus 

reached down into our lives and took hold of us. He claimed us as His people. For 
some of you that beginning with Jesus came later in life. Faith was born as you 
talked with a friend or pastor about Jesus, as you read the Bible, as you attended 
church, as you came to a children's program here at church. But somehow Jesus 
took hold of you. You became His. 

And that day is one of celebration. No day is more special. No day is more 
significant. The day you entered God's family, the church, is the day of loud hosannas 
for you. If you want to pick a day to have a parade—take the day Jesus took you to 
be one of His holy people. 

We also know the end. We know there's more to life than just what happens 
each day. There's a resurrection from the dead waiting for us. New bodies. Glorified 
bodies. A citizenship in heaven that can never be taken away from us. Oh, the end, 
the end is indeed glorious. 

The beginning is up, one of celebration. The end is up, wonderful beyond 
imagination. The middle, however, is not so pleasant. You know the pattern. 
Opposition and pain. Rejection and hurt. There's just something about Jesus that 
makes the pattern hold true in the middle. 

Someone once told me about a bumper sticker she had seen. It read, "Too many 
Christians, not enough lions." Ridicule. Hurtful words. You can try to ignore them, 
but you know there are many more people who feel the same way and are getting 
bolder and bolder in saying so. 

Earlier this year a Lutheran pastor was asked to open a legislative session 
with prayer. At first he was excited—until he read the guidelines. He was told that 
he could not mention the name of Jesus or make the prayer so specific that it would 
exclude people of other faiths. It had to be a generic, one-size-fits-all, prayer. He 
couldn't let his own faith be heard though. Resistance. Rejection. It's painful not 
being able to speak freely about Jesus. 

Last March the St. Louis Post-Dispatch carried an article about Miss Black 
USA, Lisa Marie Miree. As Miss Black America, she has opportunity to speak 
around the country and chose sexual abstinence as her message. She wants to help 
teenagers avoid AIDS, pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases, and the 
emotional troubles that accompany pre-marital sex, and does so by simply telling 
them, "No sex before marriage." This message is, of course, very Biblical. It's 
simply the Sixth Commandment. The church has always taught no sex outside of 
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the marriage relationship. 
But as she presented this message to Metro High School, one of the top schools 

in Missouri, she was challenged, questioned, because her message was so out of the 
mainstream. Now it's not marriage but a monogamous relationship. And sex is for 
those who choose to do so. Our values are unpopular and seem so strange that we're 
just dismissed, not even heard. 

Yes, the middle of the pattern is not an easy part to live. There's just something 
about Jesus that brings rejection, ridicule, resistance, pain. That's why Paul 
encourages us to live according to the pattern given us and then tells us to pay 
attention to those who are doing so. You see, we learn in different ways. Some 
things you can learn from a book. Other things just by listening to what others tell 
you to do or not to do. But here Paul tells us to learn by watching others, by taking 
note of those who are living according to the pattern. 

We'll start with Peter and John. The pattern is the same. They start out with 
Jesus and things go well. They end in glory, faithful unto death. In between, it was 
rough. In between Palm Sunday and Easter, they were afraid and hurt, feeling the 
rejection, the ridicule. Living the agony of Jesus' death. But they couldn't stay away. 
Peter watches as Jesus is beaten and condemned. John is at the cross, standing 
there with Mary. When Easter comes, they run to the tomb to see that it's empty. Do 
you see what they did? Do you see the pattern? In the toughest moments of living in 
the middle, they went to the cross and ran to the empty tomb. 

Look at Paul himself. He starts out great. He has one of the most dramatic 
conversion experiences ever on the road to Damascus. Jesus appears to him in all 
His resurrection glory. He finishes with the same joyous experience—going to be 
with Jesus in heaven. In between, it was rough. He was beaten, arrested, ridiculed, 
rejected, slandered, badgered, attacked. Yet listen to what he says: "I want to know 
the power of Christ's resurrection. I want to know the fellowship of sharing in 
Christ's suffering." Do you see the pattern? In the toughest moments of living in the 
middle, he went to the cross and ran to the empty tomb. 

Or the pastor who was asked to say the prayer, omitting Jesus, at a state 
capítol. His life as Jesus' child began in his Baptism. He's looking forward, pressing 
toward, the wonderful life eternal he will one day live. In between, though, it's 
tough. People want to silence him. What to do? What to do? He wrote a strong letter 
back to the state official clearly objecting to the change in policy. You see, he had 
done the prayer just a couple of years before, and there was no such limitation. His 
letter indicated that his faith in Jesus could not be compromised. If he could not 
speak of his Savior, he could not do the prayer. Do you see the pattern? In the 
toughest moments of living in the middle, you go to the cross and run to the empty 
tomb. You stick with Jesus. 

How about Miss Black USA, Lisa Marie Miree? From the newspaper article 
you could not tell if she had any Christian background. But a quick check on the 
Internet and you will find she has written an article for Call and Post.com that lets 
us know. In her first sentence she says, "Those of us in the Christian community are 
quite familiar with the Biblical perception of the body being the sacred temple. It's 
understood we should not defile it." And she ends with, "May God bless us all. Life 
is like a battlefield, but we are all equipped with the armor of God." The armor of 
God.... Do you see the same pattern again? We're at the cross with Jesus and then 
running to the resurrection when the middle gets too tough to live. 

It's a good pattern to follow. Because when we go to the cross and run to His 
empty tomb, He takes hold of us. Jesus takes hold of us and brings us into His 
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family. He takes hold of us at the end and brings us into life everlasting. And He 
keeps hold of us during the tough times in between. Yes, it's a good pattern to follow. 

Of course, it only works because of Jesus. It only works because He's already 
lived the pattern for us. Pay close attention to the last week of His life. Jesus starts 
out with an up—a parade and a mission that has taken hold of Him to bring 
salvation to us all. The middle of the week gets mighty tough. It's a down, but He 
goes to the cross so that we always will have that cross to go to during our tough 
times. And the end of the week is glorious—an empty tomb for us to run to when the 
middle of our lives are not going so well. Yes, it's a good pattern to follow, a very 
good pattern indeed. Amen. 

Glenn A. Nielsen 

Twenty-First Sunday after Pentecost 
Philippians 4:4-13 
October 13,2002 

Introduction: Anxiety, apprehension, and angst are some of its formal terms. 
Country cousins include: on pins and needles—fret—frazzled—in a stew—or from 
Elvis, "all shook up." The German würgen is the closest "foreign" relative, and its 
meaning gets to the heart of what it does, i.e., "strangle, choke, slay, take by the 
throat." The enemy thus described is.. .worry! Just how does one gain and keep an 
equilibrium in a world filled with worry-creating situations? What follows is a 
study based upon Philippians 4:4-9 under the title "Paul's Equation for Conquering 
Worry." 

Liturgical context: The Collect of the Day says in part, ".. .as your Son promised, 
we may be led into all truth." The truth is that worry has been conquered in Jesus 
and the fruits of this victory are shared at His glorious eucharistie feast! The 
appointed Old Testament (Is. 25:6-9) and Gospel (Matt. 22:1-14) lessons paint a 
glorious picture of Yahweh's victory feast. But it is a celebration in which we bring 
nothing. "On this mountain the Yahweh Sebaoth will prepare.. .He will destroy.. .He 
will swallow up...He will wipe away...He will remove...He saved us" (selected 
statements from Is. 25:6-9). Yahweh does it all! This truth of free salvation is 
echoed in Matthew 22:4, "Tell those who have been invited that I have prepared my 
dinner.... Come to the wedding banquet." This Gospel, pictured in terms of a grand 
banquet, undergirds Paul's equation for conquering worry. 

Biblical context: Paul did not write the words "Do not be anxious about anything" 
from the French Riviera! Betrayed by his countrymen under false pretenses (Acts 
24:13), mistaken as an Egyptian renegade (Acts 21:26), almost murdered by forty 
men who had taken vows not to eat or drink until he was dead (Acts 23:21), caught 
up in Roman political machinery for two years (Acts 24:27), shipwrecked on the 
Island of Malta for a winter (Acts 28:11), and then placed under house arrest (Acts 
28:16); we shouldn't be surprised if we look up the word "victim" in the dictionary 
and see a picture of Paul! It is in this context of being "in danger from bandits, in 
danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles, in danger in the city, in 
danger in the country, in danger at sea, and in danger from false brothers" (2 Cor. 
11:26) that Paul writes the words of our text. 

Comments on the text: Verse 4: The operative words in this well-known command 
are εν κυρΐω. Throughout the letter Paul has made it clear that the referent of 
κυρΐω is Jesus (cf. 1:2; 2:11, 19; 3:8; and 4:23). He has also spelled out what the 
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Lord Jesus has done, is doing, and will do for all believers (cf., e.g., 1:6; 21; 2:5-11; 
3:20-21). He is the reason to rejoice! 

Verse 5: το επιεικές is a neuter adjective used as an abstract noun. Aristotle 
contrasted it with ακριβοδίκαιος ("strict justice"). For Aristotle επιεικές meant a 
generous treatment of others that does not insist on the letter of the law. It is pre
eminently the character of Jesus (cf. 2 Cor. 10:1). The next phrase— ό κύριος έγγΰς 
—is deliberately ambiguous, thus conveying the meaning that Jesus is near 
spatially (i.e., sacramentally) as well as temporally (i.e., His Second Coming). 

Verse 6: The verb translated as "worry" (μεριμνάτε) is the same verb that was 
used in Philippians 2:20 where it had the positive sense of "to be seriously concerned 
for" the welfare of others. Now, however, it has the negative connotation of "anxious 
harassing care," of attempting "to carry the burden of the future oneself," or 
"unreasonable anxiety," especially about things over which one has no control. To 
escape the clutches of such a menace, Paul offers three kinds of prayer: προσευχΖ (a 
general word for prayer), δεήσει (a specific petition—see e.g., Phil. 1:19), and αιτήματα 
("request"). All of this prayer is to be done μετά ευχαριστίας —such thankfulness 
is modeled in Paul's attitudes displayed in Philippians (1:12-18 and 2:17-18). 

Verse 7: The result of these prayers (και—functioning here to introduce a result 
clause) is that ή ειρήνη του θεού will ensue (a phrase used nowhere else in the New 
Testament). The genitive—του θεού—makes sense both objectively (meaning peace 
with God through the merits of Jesus) and subjectively (meaning peace from God 
that is the result of our righteous standing). Paul may have both ideas in mind. The 
apostle then describes this peace by a participial phrase ή υπερέχουσα πάντα 
νουν. This probably means that God's peace is able to produce exceedingly better 
results than our striving and is thus more effective for removing anxiety than any 
power of ours. This peace will guard (φρουρήσει) hearts and minds as a military 
detachment of soldiers guards a city (cf. 2 Cor. 11:32). The phrase—τάς καρδίας 
υμών και τά νοήματα —with the definite article attached to both nouns, indicates 
that καρδίας here likely has its meaning narrowed to the seat of emotions or deep 
feelings. Together with νοήματα, these two words refer to the entire inner person, 
emotions, affections, thoughts, and moral choice. This inner part, so vulnerable to 
attack by the enemy, is that which God's peace is set, like battle-ready soldiers, to 
protect. 

Verses 8 and 9: λογΐζεσθε is a favorite of Paul's, used by him thirty-four of the 
forty times it appears in the New Testament. It means "to reckon, calculate, take 
into account." It includes also the ideas of "to ponder or let one's mind dwell on" 
something. But it was not Paul's idea that the Philippians think only about such 
high moral qualities as listed in verse 8, but also to put them into action (note the 
second imperative πράσσετε in v. 9). The apostle goes on to hold himself up as an 
example of one who is not overwhelmed by worry (α καί έμάθετε και παρελάβετε 
και ήκούσατε και εϊδετε εν έμοί—cf. Phil. 3:17). When faced by the stranglehold of 
würgen, one priceless example of Paul's attitude is this triumphant statement— 
έμοί γάρ το ζΖν Χριστός και το άποθανείν κέρδος (Phil. 1:21). 

Homiletical development of the sermon: Some equations in life are difficult, if 
not impossible. For example: Parents + teenager = ? Dog + cat = ? Baseball fan + 
All-Star Wrestling fan = ? The square root of 5.793019 = ? Because he knows that 
either we overcome worry or worry will overcome us, in Philippians 4:4-9 Paul 
offers a workable equation that overcomes our besetting sin of worry. 

The first part of the equation is "Pray about everything." Note the word δεήσει 
and the comments above. It has often been said that general prayers are answered 
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in a general way! In short, the way to be anxious about nothing is to pray specifically 
about everything! 

Second, "Give thanks in all things." Important here is that we don't give thanks 
for all things because all things are not good. Rather, we give thanks in all things. 
Imagine that, thanking God in all things, even before the prayer is answered! This 
author's favorite example of such bold prayer is in 2 Chronicles 20:1-30. King 
Jehoshaphat directs the army to go into battle, thanking Yahweh before the military 
engagement (v. 21). Verse 22 states, "As they began to sing and praise, Yahweh set 
ambushes against the men of Ammon and Moab" with the result that "no one 
escaped" (v. 24). Such is the power of thanksgiving! 

Third, "Think about the right things." The old adage is "Garbage in, Garbage 
out!" If we put garbage into our minds, we will surely never overcome worry. Paul 
says that all the countless concerns of life can be kept at bay, if believers will reckon 
up, think over, estimate aright, and fill their minds with all things good and true 
and then rise up and put into practice what they see and hear about him. 

Finally, "This equals God's peace that surpasses anything." Philippi in Paul's 
time housed a Roman garrison so the metaphor explained above in verse 7 would 
have been easily understood—God's peace, like a garrison of soldiers, will keep 
guard over minds so that they will be as safe against the assaults of worry as any 
fortress! Here accent the comments above also on verse 7, namely, that peace with 
God through the death and resurrection of Jesus (delivered sacramentally—note 
the phrase ό κύριος εγγύς in v. 5)—brings the peace of God. With such an equation 
the believer may confidently believe Paul's promise— ό θεός τΖς ειρήνης εσται 
μεθ ' υμών ! 

Reed Lessing 

Twenty-Second Sunday after Pentecost 
1 Thessalonians 5:l-5a 

October 20,2002 

The congregation in Thessalonica began as the fruit of Paul's preaching during 
his second missionary journey (Acts 15:40-18:22). In the face of synagogue 
opposition, Paul's friends shuttled him on to Berea, leaving behind an immature 
congregation. They weathered challenges to Paul's authority and welcomed 
Timothy's return to help build up their faith. Then Paul wrote the first of two 
letters to encourage them in their new faith and life and to answer two questions 
that bothered them in particular. To the first—what happens to those who die 
before Christ returns? Do they miss out on eternity in heaven?—Paul points to 
Christ's resurrection as their own, assuring them that all who are Christ's in faith, 
be they the living or the dead when Christ returns, will be with Him in paradise. 
The second question lies behind today's text: Then when will Christ come again in 
glory? 

Written from Corinth, possibly in the early 50s, 1 Thessalonians is one of 
Paul's earliest New Testament writings. While things have just started, people 
are already looking for the end, for Christ to return in triumph and wrap everything 
up, taking them into glory. Given what is promised, it's understandable that 
believers would want to know when this is going to be. It's not a matter of wanting 
to sow wild oats until the eleventh hour and then come running back to the faith, to 
the church in Thessalonica. If anything they would like to know how long they are 
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going to have to endure opposition and then when eternal glory will come. Even 
Christ's disciples had asked for an eschatological timetable in Acts 1:6-7. Here 
Paul refers to teaching that the Thessalonians had heard and known, the sort of 
things that will be preserved also in written form in other texts such as Matthew 
24 or Luke 12. 

"When," while important, is not theirs to know but is the business of the 
Father. But "how" and "what's pointing to it" are matters Paul apparently has 
taught the congregation and now brings again to mind. The thief hardly announces 
his coming but simply strikes in the dead of night. The image is used in the New 
Testament both for Christ Himself (Rev. 3:3; 16:15) and for the Day of the Lord 
(this text and also 1 Pet. 3:10). In either case, being on guard and alert is the order 
of the day. Complacency is not, nor is an attitude that people in and of themselves 
are ready for this. Amos (5:18-20) had warned Israel not to be cavalier as if 
confronting God was some easy matter, just another thing on the calendar. Paul 
sounds the alarm as well. Beware false security. Are they in control? Are they 
capable of standing by themselves when Christ comes? They should remember, 
Paul writes, what childbirth is like: we know the baby is coming and fall into a kind 
of rhythm or routine, and then we are caught short when labor starts. It's a common 
image for the sudden Day of the Lord (Is. 13:8; Jer. 6:24; Hos. 13:13). Not only can 
labor come suddenly, but the reason for the labor pain, we know, lies within woman 
herself (Gen. 3:16)—perhaps another point to draw from this image. If the prospect 
of Christ's return carries some fear or at least uneasiness, know that the roots are 
not in Him and His coming but in ourselves, also the result of sin, of our fallen 
human nature. 

But while all Paul has written is so, he is not out to conjure up fear among the 
Thessalonians. Rather with verse 4 he turns a corner and reminds them that they 
know better because they have better. They have more than themselves to prepare 
for whenever that day might be. Not groping in the dark, prey for a thief, they rather 
are children of light. They don't know when Christ is coming, but they know that He 
is coming. Doubtless Paul, along with the image of the thief, taught them other 
things Christ said about His return, and they have seen the images all around 
them. That's why they are so sure it will happen soon and want to know more. In 
addition, Paul's very presence among them was proof that there was nothing more 
in history that had to be done before Christ would come again. He has ascended, 
sent the Paraclete, and the disciples had already been witnesses in Jerusalem, 
Judea-Samaria, and in the ends of the earth—not in terms of literal geography, but 
the Gospel had broken out into the Gentile world already early in Acts. So the 
Thessalonians knew they were already in the latter days. 

By our day things have changed somewhat simply because so much time has 
passed. All of those Thessalonians now await the resurrection, and we all are still 
waiting for Christ's return. The signs described elsewhere in the New Testament 
continue to happen, so much so that we risk standing down and giving up watch, 
taking them as routine. One commentator wondered if our biggest problem with 
this text is not one of embarrassment, acting as if this is all still just about to 
happen now nearly two millennia later, as if this is urgent business (which it is!) 
even when the world yawns and some Christians risk nodding off. Some still want 
to know the Day and look for ways to decode texts as if to get an inside line on the 
timetable. But in these last Sundays of the church year we'd do well to remind 
ourselves that the watch is still on. Even as we look ahead to the church year 
coming around again in a few Sundays, we ought to rethink our image of Christ's 
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return. If we are tearing off calendar pages, in one sense we might say we are closer 
to that day than the Thessalonians, taking time on a line as if it were behind a door 
at the end of a long hall and each day is one step closer. But perhaps a better image 
is this: even as we move down the hall in the building, going one day to the next, 
Christ's return is not so much at the end but rather like the second story above us, 
always just as far away (above) us each step of the way. And where is the end? Here 
the image breaks down, for it's not finally the door at the hall's end—we can see 
that and plot it out—but rather the end is whenever the Father sends Christ again 
to break in from above, as it were, to come crashing through and put an end to 
things right then and there. That calls for a split vision on our part with one eye on 
our Christian life in this world, moving from day to day, and one eye turned upward, 
heavenward, knowing that He will come again to judge both the living and the dead 
and to take us home. 

We may be farther "down the hall" calendar-wise than were the Thessalonians. 
But as Christ's church they and we both are alike. We live knowing what God has 
done for His people in the past and how He has brought us to our present. We live 
in the present and look to the future, living in the "now" and heading for the "still-
to-come," trusting in Christ's promises. Faith now and hope for what's to come lie 
together. Paul exhorts the Thessalonians to treasure that faith God has worked to 
bring them into the light. And, we might say, Paul exhorts us to treasure the same. 
Don't think that Christ's coming has dragged out. It's not that far off! Keep living 
and keep watching. 

Suggested outline: 

Wide Awake for the Light Is On 

I. Surprises in the dark. 
A Christ comes like a thief in the night. 
B. Complacency and false security: where is Christ to be found? 

II. Awake in the light. 
A Christ's children are not abandoned in darkness but given the light they need. 
B. Children of the light live now in promise and confidence. 
C. Children of the light live looking ahead in hope and joy. 

Robert Rosin 

Reformation Sunday 
Romans 3:19-28 
October 27,2002 

Paul's message, it would seem, could not be clearer, but there are pitfalls that 
can derail the comfort offered by this text. On one hand, the congregation could 
yawn its way through a sermon about Law and Gospel rather than one that really 
is Law and Gospel. Observing at arm's length risks being perfunctory and pedestrian 
about both Law and Gospel: yes, we know all that about what God expects, but in 
the end God will inevitably make a grand entrance at the last scene and bail us out. 
It's not quite deus ex machina since we know He's on the way, but it might as well 
be. God is reduced to the kindly old man who effects a stern visage and may even 
actually be angered, but only for a moment. In the end He will surely crumble and 
give in, rather like sending the youngster to sit in the corner with threats of calling 
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the day's outing off, and then ten minutes later caving in with "let's go to the zoo." 
This first pitfall threatens when the Law doesn't, that is, when we really don't get 
the depth and breadth of God's expectation of nothing short of perfection. We don't 
take either the Law or God Himself seriously. 

The second danger is not quite a polar opposite, but it does focus more on 
neglecting or misunderstanding the Gospel. To be sure, this danger also involves, 
to some extent, a misconception of the nature and depth of the Law, viewing the 
Law as somehow attainable: if only we were to do this or that.... The presumption 
is that something for our part can be done about this, maybe not in its entirety but 
in part—"in part" in terms of keeping some or enough of the Law or "in part" in 
terms of our contribution or energy that we bring to the table. Paul makes it clear 
to the Romans that they—that we—are sadly mistaken if that is our approach. 
That kind of thinking still does not comprehend the Law, so it's related to the first 
pitfall. That thinking takes the Law more seriously than the casual dismissal 
noted above, but it still falls short. It's short not only in terms of the Law but worse, 
in terms of the Gospel. It fails to understand the Gospel as pure, total, undeserved 
goodness and mercy that forgives and does all, and instead sees the Gospel as 
something that empowers or enables us to get on with making things right. But 
Gospel, as Romans makes clear, flat-out wipes the slate clean and sets us before 
God by virtue of pleading Christ's righteousness. 

Reading Luther's "Preface to the Romans" in Luther's Works (vol. 35 in the 
American Edition but also in other collections) may well prove helpful since it 
reviews concepts so basic to grasping Paul and Romans, concepts that are all too 
easily misunderstood or glossed. Sin, Law, righteousness, grace, Gospel all have 
their connotations in contemporary culture that at least mitigate if not run counter 
to Paul. What do people hear when the preacher speaks of "justification"? Excuse? 
Explanation? Rationalization? Or what of "sin"? Is it no more than simply doing 
wrong (and how big a wrong), or is it a condition? "I confess that I am by nature 
sinful and unclean and therefore have sinned...." That line from the liturgy shouldn't 
fly by so fast, for it describes the foundation from which we first start in our 
relationship with God. The preacher has to know his people to be able to get beyond 
preaching about Law and Gospel to address them directly with Law and Gospel, to 
be able really to wound and then to heal. It's not a matter of laundry-listing sins or 
shouting loudly, but of finding the contact point where the nerve is first exposed and 
then salved. 

Modern culture offers ways to finesse the terminology, but actually this has 
always happened. Nearly 500 years ago Luther called Paul's words "peculiar and 
exasperating" as they fell into the ears of what were then Luther's "moderns" who 
also did not want to hear them at face value. Paul could well have said the same. In 
fact the problem we have with Law, Gospel, righteousness is not simply a cultural 
matter but a human matter. When Paul says "all have sinned and fallen short of 
God's glory" (v. 23), that is not a cultural comment but the truth about each human 
being since Genesis. Likewise since Genesis the all-too-human tendency (when 
we're not trying to avoid responsibility) has been to offer some work, some effort as 
if being righteous were simply a matter of racking up more credits than debits. But 
the text makes plain that we are talking not about what we do but about who we 
are and how we are—first in sin and then in faith, first unrighteous and then 
righteous, justified by grace laid hold of not simply intellectually (assent) but with 
our whole heart (fiducia—trust). It's clear in verses 27-28. And although the Greek 
doesn't have a vocable for "alone," the point is certainly made: sola fide, by faith 
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alone is there since verse 21 has already ruled out works of the Law. 
Plagued by his sin and terrified by the Law, Luther sought a gracious God. He 

found Him when he understood that righteousness was not his earned but Christ's 
won and given over, imputed. Once that is clear we'd think that no one would ever 
want to tinker with that message. Yet the general assembly of the Lutheran World 
Federation in its 1963 Helsinki gathering declared that "the man today no longer 
asks: how do I come to a gracious God? The person asks more radically and 
fundamentally.. .where are you, God?" It only seems to be a more radical question 
if the sense of sin and guilt is lost and there is no fear and trembling at the prospect 
of standing before the Almighty. One ought to be careful about what one seeks. He 
may find it and then what? Luther and we as well know full well what we'll find if 
we go hunting God on our own. The specter of success in finding Him on our terms 
should (as it did Luther) terrify us to death. No, the real radicality of the text is in 
the love of God that operates not because but in spite of who we are for Christ's 
sake. That endless grace and love that gives us the righteousness we need is 
something we'll never really understand, but something that, again by God's grace 
through His Spirit, we will believe. It's a wonder Paul could describe it, it's such an 
utterly thrilling picture. "As if the gates of paradise were flung open," Luther said. 
He had it right. God's grace, Christ's righteousness sets us free. 

Suggested outline: 

The Liberating Word 

I. Liberation gone sour. 
A. How God planned things out; what God expected/expects. 
B. Our plans, even modest, are lost before we start. 

II. Liberation achieved. 
A. Christ's righteousness frees us from self-justification (failure!). 
B. Christ's righteousness frees us for new life with God/others. 
C. Christ's righteousness frees us from fear of death and points to paradise 

opened. 
Robert Rosin 
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