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Always a Blessing 

Are the beatitudes Law or Gospel? After reading the beatitudes, does one feel 
a need to repent or does one feel surrounded by the blessing of God? The beatitudes 
are not guidelines for living. They are about the assurance of God's promised grace 
at all times. 

Introduction: The man was in his 80s, never before having been hospitalized. 
Now he needed surgery. The man attempted to interpret the relationship between 
his faith and his life. He looked up into his pastor's eyes and said, "Pastor, what did 
I do wrong that God is punishing me now?" For the sick man, surgery was punishment 
and health was the norm, but God could make either a blessing. 

Always a Blessing 

I. Believers have difficulty seeing God's blessings. 
A. Believers often interpret life rationally as though their comfort level were 

an automatic reward for faithfulness. If things go well, God must be 
blessing them. When things do not go well, God must be punishing them. 

Jesus challenges such a vew of faith. In the beatitudes, He shares the 
hidden way in which God blesses the lives of His disciples even in the 
most difficult of circumstances. Discipleship is a way of life different than 
other ways but always within the providence of God's gracious care. 

As rational human beings, believers may ask, "Why, God?" and then 
set about rationally to figure out existence in the fallen created order as 
action/reaction to faith. Why must sadness come into life? As one widow 
said, "Why did my husband have to die when there are all those people 
with no morals walking around?" 

B. An attempt to interpret life in a rational manner obscures one's ability to 
see God's action in the moment. There are no answers for the "why's" of life 
if it is posited that life in a fallen world must be reasonable. The psalmist 
asks the "Why?" regarding the seemingly unfair conditions of the world in 
Psalm 2 but then corrects his own thinking by proclaiming God's prevailing 
nature in the circumstance. Such insights into God's functioning are often 
hidden from the believer. 

II. In every circumstance, God gives a blessing to the believer. 
A. Each verse begins with (μακάριοι). Blessed describes that special joy 

which God gives to those disciples who faithfully follow Him in Christ. 
True joy resides not in the pursuit of happiness. True joy rests in God (Ps. 
16:11). It is not dependent on outward circumstances but finds joy in the 
Lord and removes further anxiety by entrusting all situations to God 
(Phil. 4:4-7). Part of the joy is the result of seeing life as God sees it. While 
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this may cause some temporary discomfort, it results in deep, eternal joy. 
B. In God's plan of salvation, the everyday events of life are only foils for the 

blessings for the believer. On All Saints' Day there is a reminder that the 
true blessings are evident in the light of God's plan for life, the salvation 
ofall(lTim.2:4). 
God blesses the believer: 
1. In humility (v. 3). The poor in spirit have been humbled by God's Law 

and their own sins. Their humble trust in Jesus is a sign of their 
inclusion in the kingdom of heaven. 

2. In mourning (v. 4). Believers grieve over sin ( 1 Cor. 5:2) or may sorrow 
from looking at the world and sighing deeply because of its rejection 
of the Christ, or may be sad over any other loss in life. In His Word, 
God forgives their sins and sustains them. 

3. In meekness (v. 5). The unassuming (πραείς) will find a blessing in 
every possession which God gives to them. By God's grace, they will be 
the same as kings because they will have Jesus. 

There is no circumstances in which God will not bless the believer. God's 
blessing just keeps coming and coming. 

III. Jesus is the fulfillment of all of the blessings God has to offer. The highest 
blessing is to know that God forgives all sins through the cross of Christ (Ps. 
32:1-2). The beatitudes are meant to sustain forgiven sinners along the way. In 
the beatitudes, the blessing of being a follower of Jesus is at every turn. God 
blesses the believer: 
A. In his/her search for righteousness (v. 6). The seekers will be given the 

righteousness of God in Jesus (1 Cor. 1:30). 
B. In acts of mercy (v. 7). Those who are kind to the weak and do not reject 

them will receive God's acceptance of their weakness, and His kindness 
and favor in Jesus. 

C. In being pure in heart (v. 8). Those who stay close to God's Word and 
penitently replace their own thoughts with what God says will be led to 
God through the purity of Jesus. 

D. In peacemaking (v. 9). Those who are reconcilers will be doing the work of 
God who has reconciled the world to Himself in Christ Jesus (2 Cor. 5:19). 

E. In being persecuted (v. 10). Those who are persecuted are identified along 
with the saints who have gone before them. 

God has entered the created order in the form of a man. He has broken into the 
lives of the believers by the power of the Holy Spirit. He continues to bless the 
believers. It is a fallen world but not a mechanistic world. God continues to intervene 
(Ps. 50:15). In Word and Sacrament, God continues to bring us Jesus. 

In the Messianic kingdom, everything is righted. Everything is taken care of. 
God makes up for all of the inadequacies and difficulties of life, for with God there 
is always a blessing. 

Gary Schaper 
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Third-Last Sunday in the Church Year 
Mark 13:1-13 

November 9,2003 

The flow of the text: The text revolves around acts oí "seeing" as the story line 
moves from the immediate context where Jesus observes a poor widow giving all 
out of her poverty, in contrast with the rich who gave from abundance. The "little 
apocalypse" of Jesus begins with a disciple's shift of the conversation; he marvels, 
now, over the sight of the impressive stones and buildings of the temple area. Jesus' 
attention has been shifted from spiritual quality to the disciple's view of material 
quantity. Jesus' reply is that what you see (βλέπεις) is "here today, but gone tomor
row." That vision for the revered temple seems incredible to the disciples who 
challenge Jesus to give them some signs and a timetable. Twice Jesus replies with 
"look out" statements (w. 5,9). "Look out," He says, for those who would give dates 
and read the signs in misleading ways. Jesus suggests that the focus be not so 
much on the end as on our fidelity as we approach His coming for us, whenever that 
is. Also, "Look out," He says, lest you be overwhelmed by the trials that beset the 
Christian witness. But, look up! As you endure, you'll be enabled by the Spirit and 
be given the salvation reserved for the faithful. Your future is assured through your 
day-by-day walk with Jesus! 

Textual notes: Verse 1: The imperative, ΐδε, from one of the disciples directs 
Jesus' attention away from the poor widow's intimidating example which Jesus 
observed (έθεώρει) at the temple treasury to the grandeur of the whole temple 
area. 

Verses 2-3: The ου μη (emphatic denial) is used twice here as Jesus declares in 
unmistakable terms the total demise of the temple buildings. The temple comes 
under judgment because it symbolized a nation gone awry, a corrupted worship 
program. Jesus assumes the posture of the teacher, sitting, opposite the temple 
now, repositioned on the Mount of Olives. Mountains are the traditional place for 
revelation, e.g., Sinai for the Law; the sermon on "the mount" for new slants on the 
Law; the mount of transfiguration for Jesus' need to go to Jerusalem; etc. Now, on 
Olivet (cf. Zech. 14!), the disciples ask for and get an exposition about end times. 
Similarly, in 12:41, Jesus had sat opposite something: the temple's treasury. There 
He taught a stewardship lesson; here He would teach about discipleship in light of 
the parousia. The four disciples had politely taken Jesus aside (perhaps to avoid 
public embarrassment over this incredible statement; see 8:32 for a parallel with 
Peter). For the moment, they failed to grasp that Jesus had personally superseded 
the temple. 

Verse 4: They ask for a sign and a date regarding "these things" (plural). 
Jewish thought linked the destruction of the temple and city with the end of the 
world. Hence, Jesus also gives signs here which speak of the end of the age. (Matt. 
24:3 also makes clear this connection with the eschaton.) This helps the reader 
understand why Jesus' reply speaks alternatively in the rest of the chapter about 
both parousia and temple. The latter's end is a fore picture of the world at the 
parousia. Neither seemed credible to many; yet, both would surely happen! 

Verses 5-6: The force of the repeated "seeing" verb (βλέπετε) now takes on the 
nuance of "look out." In light o/what they will see, the disciples need to "watch out" 
(w. 32-37). "In my name," many will come claiming messiahship (saying εγώ είμι)! 
Thus, they would imitate Jesus' use of the expression by which He indicated identity 
with the Father. Obviously, false messiahs continue among us! Their pre-òccupation 
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is with speculating on how God orders the world rather than with how we might live 
to His glory. 

Verses 7-8: The coming signs (wars and rumors o/wars; nation rising vs. nation; 
and, kingdom vs. kingdom; earthquakes; and famines) would be misread. Be not 
deceived, Jesus cautions, these signs are not yet the end! Rather, they are the 
beginning of the "birthpangs" which signal the eschaton. Even as the pangs of 
birthing were endurable because the imminent birth would validate the Jewish 
mother's role and remove the disgrace of barrenness, so the trials and sufferings 
preceding the Lord's coming are bearable as the faithful anticipate their future 
glory. The signs, though not to be mistaken for the end, bear eloquent testimony to 
its ultimate approach. For Jesus to have granted signs pinpointing the end would 
have negated the need to watch (w. 32-37). 

Verses 9-13: The final section of the text urges the hearers/readers to "look 
out" for themselves. The emphatic use of ύμείς here (w. 9, 11) emphasizes the 
relevance of the instruction for the individual. Persecutions in the form of arrest, 
accusation, physical abuse, and betrayal will come to the Christian witness 
(certainly also in contemporary times, as examples both at home and abroad 
abound)! It is the Christian's badge of honor (Matt. 5:10) and puts him into a kind 
of "apostolic succession." Verse 10 reminds of the urgent calling to proclaim the 
good news to all nations (cf. also Luke 24:47). Verse 11 promises the support of the 
Holy Spirit for times of trial. It also is a prod to spend more energy on sharing the 
good news rather than on keeping a primary focus on continual defense! The Gospel 
must get out before the end! Verse 13: "He who endures," refers to the one who 
stays behind (to the end) while others go away (Matt 24:12); or, who remains 
constant despite opposition. He does more than survive; he makes a difference! 
The promise of seeing the full and final reward of Christ is in the endurer's crystal 
ball! 

The View in Your Crystal Ball 

I. Jesus looks deeper than the disciple. 
A. Jesus sees a widow's faith in action. 
B. The disciple sees great stones and buildings. 
C. Jesus suggests another look. 

II. The disciples want to see signs and fix a date. 
III. Jesus says for them to "look out" 

A. Lest they be misled: 
1. By pseudo-messiahs; 
2. By misread signs; 
3. By date setters. 

B. Lest they be unprepared: 
1. For suffering for His name's sake; 
2. For the challenge of the mission 

a. To all peoples; 
b. With proclamation as primary. 

IV. Jesus promises that the "endurers" will see: 
A. The Spirit's support in present trials. 
B. His glorious salvation at the end. 

Postscript: What one sees and does in the present has a way of shaping one's 
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future. Jesus, the master teacher, persisted in the monumental task of lifting the 
sights of His willing, but often obtuse, followers. While they are impressed by 
human achievements, He sets their sights toward spiritual realities. The latter 
abide even after the former perish. The hearer is emboldened to face his mission 
despite its attendant challenges. For the Spirit will stand with him now, and Jesus 
provides salvation in the end. 

For those opting for the goal/malady/means approach to the text, Mark 13 
works well. Goal—having the outlook of Jesus (see outline IA, IIIAB). Malady— 
having a faulty spiritual focus (see IB, II). Means—having the support of the Spirit 
and the promise of Jesus (see IV). 

Donald R. Miesner 

Second-Last Sunday in the Church Year 
Mark 13:24-31 

November 16,2003 

Liturgical considerations: The countdown to "The End" continues. Anticipating 
the coming of "the Ancient of Days" and His revealing judgment (Old Testament 
reading), the people of God remain comforted by all the "great works of the Lord," 
especially the work of redemption that He has accomplished in Christ Jesus (Psalm 
111 and the Introit). In the face of present dangers, God's sure and certain promises 
of daily care and final rescue (Collect) sustain us. Confessing the nearness of His 
return in glory, we live our lives with eyes fixed on Jesus (Epistle), anchored in His 
eternal love by a Word that never passes away. 

The context: Mark's usual narrative style significantly changes course here in 
chapter 13. The action gives way to rather lengthy discourse, set as a kind of 
conclusion to Jesus' public ministry and preface to His passion. This discourse is 
sometimes referred to as the "little apocalypse" and provides no small challenge to 
the serious student of Scripture. What is going on in this entire chapter provides 
the necessary framework for understanding and applying the portion serving as 
the appointed Gospel text for this Second-Last Sunday. Though chapter 13 is really 
not apocalyptic in the strict sense, it does focus upon the imminent judgment of 
God along with a call to His people to remain faithful and on guard ("watch"). Jesus 
and His disciples were leaving the temple (following the triumphal entry, Mark 11) 
when He attempts to correct the convoluted thinking of an unnamed disciple (13:1-
2) who admires the architectural wonder of that great worship center. Shortly 
thereafter, while sitting on the Mount of Olives, Jesus responds to yet another 
question, this time posed by Peter, James, John, and Andrew (13:3ff.). (The 
geography—between Jerusalem and the Mount of Olives—is worth noting in view 
of the fact that very often in the Old Testament the Mount of Olives is the place to 
which God retires from a rebellious, wayward Jerusalem [see Ezek. 11:23], as well 
as the place where God passes judgment upon His people [Zech. 14:4].) The theme 
of Jesus' response—and of this entire discourse—appears at the beginning and at 
the end of it: "Watch out that you not be deceived!" (13:5, 35, 37). 

The text: The appointed Gospel reading follows on the heels of Jesus' prophecy 
regarding the destruction of the temple/Jerusalem (70 A.D.); the point upon which 
verse 24 comes down. 

Verse 24: "But in those days following that distress/tribulation." Although the 
opening Αλλά signals a contrast between what has just been described and what 
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is to follow, the emphasis is not in terms of time but in the growing intensity of the 
events about which Jesus is speaking. Up to this point, He has been unfolding the 
events leading up to the horrific (unimaginable/unthinkable) climax when literally, 
"not one stone here will remain on top of another" (13:2). So much for architectural 
splendor! The language and imagery of verses 24b-27 are tied directly to the Old 
Testament. Interestingly—and not without significance for understanding and 
applying this text—is the close relationship to Isaiah 13:10, a prophecy of impending 
judgment against Babylon (see also Is. 34:4 as an oracle of judgment against the 
nations). What is Jesus doing by using this Old Testament language and imagery? 
Just as the prophets of old had done, so also He is now speaking a word of judgment, 
and—of all things!—it is a word of judgment against Jerusalem! God is aiming 
His word of judgment at His own people. The old order of things was surely coming 
to a quick and decisive end. But there would be a new, radically different order 
subsequent to the destruction of the old. Taken within the context of chapter 13, 
Jesus Himself and His followers (those gathered from "all the nations") would be 
that new order. The clear signal for this is our Lord's reference to Daniel 7:13-15, 
where "one like a son of man" is enthroned to rule with all authority and power. 
Jesus, the anointed One, receives this rule and authority. He is Israel reduced to 
one—the holy and faithful One! Now the dwelling of God is with men, but no longer 
through the temple. The old order of things is passing away. The new is come! For 
verse 27, see also Deuteronomy 30:4-5 and Zechariah 2:6. The Lord gathers His 
elect from "all the nations" (13:10). 

Verses 28-29: Here is the response to the disciples' request for "a sign" (13:4). 
Jesus provides a living and common parable, in the life of the fig tree. Note in verse 
29: "Even so, when you (My disciples) see these things happening, you (My disciples) 
know that it is near...." The "it" refers to that which is unthinkable—to the 
destruction of the temple. 

Verses 30-31: Emphatically (αμήν λέγω ύμίν) and with decisive authority, 
Jesus finally gets around to the disciples' "when" (13:4) question: ού μη παρέλθη 
ή γενεά αύτη μέχρις ού ταύτα πάντα γένηται. Scholars are all over the place in 
trying to get a fix on Jesus' use of the term, genea. F. F. Bruce (The Hard Sayings of 
Jesus, InterVarsity Press, 225-230) summarizes the various renderings and 
reasonings of this term before directing us to his conclusion: 

When we are faced with the problem of understanding a hard saying, it is 
always a safe procedure to ask, "What would it have meant to the people 
who first heard it?" And there can be but one answer to this 
question.. .Jesus' hearers would have understood him to mean only that 
"all these things" would take place within their generation.. .the genera
tion now living (226). 

Indeed, this is the simple, unencumbered translation of the term, genea, as it 
answers the question originally posed by the disciples (13:4). 

Verse 31: These words echo Isaiah 40:8 and underscore the utter reliability of 
Jesus' word. By saying this, the Lord is not, however, predicting some future passing 
away of heaven and earth, nor is He urging His followers to contemplate this 
happening. Rather, He employs the unimaginableness of such a catastrophic event— 
the actual destruction of the temple as God's judgment upon His wayward people— 
as a guarantee for the absolute truth of what He has just spoken. 
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Homiletical consideration: When "not one stone here will remain on top of 
another"—the unthinkable destruction Jesus prophesied in Mark 13: Iff.—there 
is, nonetheless, one stone that will remain. It is that stone that anchors a new, 
humanly unthinkable building. This new building is entirely of the Lord's doing. 
He builds it His way and in His time. Surprisingly, this anchor and cornerstone 
was rejected by the old order. Hence, there is no sign of the old order within the new! 
In fact, the stones placed into this new building are gathered by the Builder from 
places before considered unthinkable. It is, after all, the Lord's way. It is the Lord's 
building. His words cement these stones to one another and to Him, the Cornerstone, 
providing an eternal witness to the power of His love—a power triumphing above 
and beyond all nations and rulers and governments and powers. Heaven and earth 
are passing away. The old order is coming to an end. Not one stone here will remain 
on top of another, no matter how solid and unshakeable these things appear now! 
Only the Lord's words that construct and sustain His building remain. Only His 
words enable the kind of watchfulness that prevents us from being easily deceived 
in these last days before He comes again. 

Larry W. Rockemann 

Last Sunday in the Church Year 
Mark 13:32-37 

November 23,2003 

Considerations in relation to the text: 1. There is no doubt about the theme for 
this Sunday's text. Every Scripture reading for the last three weeks has been 
swelling the volume and intensity of the message until today's three readings 
conspire to fairly scream the theme: the eschaton is coming—the return is near— 
soon, soon, soon! It is palpable. The stage is set. It's the Last Sunday of the Year 
and the tone should be breathless anticipation, tense, wired awareness, like the 
lingering adrenaline rush after a movie a bit too thrilling, or a football game 
unbearably close. Relaxation, leisure, and complacency are categorically ruled out. 

2. The end is set. There is no doubt. The conclusion has been determined. Not 
only the day, but even the hour is firmly established. D-day and H-hour are already 
on the calendar. No man, though, knows or can know that predetermined day and 
hour. Indeed, man can know not even Y-year, C-century, or M-millennium. Such 
ignorance extends to all men—even the Son of Man. (The obvious opportunity for 
"doctrinal preaching" (assuming some may not be) might be met ably by what 
would be a semi-annual reappearance of the Athanasian Creed.) 

3. In this frenetic atmosphere of charged anxiety and mystery, the worst thing 
that could happen, the virtually unthinkable thing, is to be caught sleeping. Images 
of drowsy, sleep-addled disciples strewn around the Gethsemane grounds, spring 
to mind. It was D-day already, and H-hour was charging toward them. But, they 
never saw it coming—in spite of the repeated warnings. On the verge of the world's 
premiere event of eternal significance, they slept. 

4. Sleeping through the sermon and stumbling through the liturgy in unthinking 
stupor may be common enough, and sinful enough, but what of the sin of sleeping 
through life itself? The command to watch applies not only to doormen and 
watchmen, but also to travelers. Careless, sleepy travelers risk missing a flight, or 
an exit, or the "bridge out" sign. Alert traveling demands attention to maps, weather, 
the road, luggage, other travelers and the destination. It is the direction suggested 
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by the day's Gradual: "Blessed are those who have set their hearts on pilgrimage" 
(Ps. 84:5). An otherwise inexact and general appeal to "be alert" can become 
considerably more tangible and relevant when cast in terms of being alert to God's 
direction through each day's journey. 

Central thought: Jesus is coming—physically, visibly, finally, certainly—and 
we need to be alert, and so ready...always. 

Goal: To instill in the hearers renewed certainty in the reality of the promised 
return and redoubled commitment to alert living. 

Malady: Being lousy waiters, we lose our alert edge and even slide into sleep. 
Complacent, lackadaisical Christians are the very antithesis of the alert disciples 
called for by Christ. 

Means: There is only one who never sleeps (Ps. 121:4), only one who watches 
over us and brings us at last to H-hour of D-day. 

Suggested outline: 

"What Are You Waiting For?" 

Introduction: Samuel Beckett's play, Waiting for Godot, parodies those who 
spend their lives waiting for God to come. While we recoil from such impious 
portrayals of life and its meaning, we too often end up asking the same impious 
questions. 

I. "What are You waiting for?"—our question to God. 
A. The day and hour are already scheduled. 

1. God has established the last hour. 
2. It will certainly come. 

B. No man knows the calendar's last day. 
1. We grow impatient. 

a. "What's God waiting for?" 
b. "Maybe it isn't really going to happen after all." 

2. We grow complacent. 
a. We are easily distracted from an alert state. 
b. We drift into sleep. 

Transition: Our questioning ends in shame and then terror as God turns the 
question back on us. 

II. "What are you waiting for?"—God's question to us. 
A. Learning to be alert, or, 'What part of'Be alert!' don't you understand?" 

1. Being alert describes the life of a pilgrim. 
a. We have a destination (arrival at H-hour on D-day). 
b. We have direction for each day. 

2. Sleep is the ultimate failure. 
a. This is manifest in complacent, careless attitudes. 
b. This is not easily (possibly!) avoided (exhibit A: Gethsemane). 

B. Knowing for whom you are waiting, or "Who's the real watcher?" 
1. Only God never sleeps. 

a. He watches you, always 
b. He directs your way, always. 

2. Only God can accomplish The Day. 
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a. H-hour came for the disciples: Jesus dies and rises. 
b. H-hour comes, now, for you: Jesus graces you at the communion 

rail. 
c. H-hour will come for all: Jesus will come again. 

Conclusion: There's no doubt. We are waiting for God. And there's no doubt, 
this waiting is not in vain. It has already been fulfilled at Calvary, is being fulfilled 
again at the altar, and will be fulfilled on the Last Day. What are you waiting for? 
The reality is now. 

Joel D. Biermann 

Commemoration of St. Andrew 
Ezekiel 3:16-21 

November 30,2003 

Liturgical context: The Commemoration of St. Andrew happens to land on the 
First Sunday in Advent, so many of you may be using the appointed propers for 
Advent. But if you're so moved to use the lessons for St. Andrew, then the overarching 
theme of the day is on God's glory as proclaimed through Creation (Ps. 19:1-6); the 
need for more pastors so that the way of salvation can be proclaimed and taught to 
those who will hear (Rom. 10:10-18); and the simplicity of sharing the Gospel with 
others beginning right within our very own families as St. Andrew did (John 1:35-
42). 

Homiletical considerations: If you as a pastor are encouraging some of your 
parishioners to read Scripture and prayerfully consider full-time church work as a 
vocation, this text in Ezekiel probably wouldn't be your first choice. However, if you 
choose to use the readings for the day, then they're going to hear about it and they're 
going to want to know what this is all about. They may even begin to have second 
thoughts as to whether it's really worth their time and effort to enter church work 
if God seems to lay such a heavy hand of responsibility upon the pastor. But it's 
God's message of grace in Christ that comes shining through His message of 
judgment which moves many of us into careers as full-time church workers. 

The immediate context of Ezekiel's call into the ministry shows us that Ezekiel 
didn't enter this by himself. Rather, God called him into service, but He equipped 
him as well with His word and with His Spirit. The Lord also reminded Ezekiel 
that he would not be ministering among complete strangers, but rather his ministry 
would be among people that he knew—compatriots and not foreigners. And as a 
pastor, you're probably aware that sometimes this can be a challenging ministry 
because we're called to minister among people we know and love. And yet this is one 
of the reasons for the urgency of preaching which lies behind Ezekiel's call; God's 
love for His people and His desire that no one should die. 

On the surface, this text can be heard as all judgment. To be sure, God's 
judgment is not to be minimized. Wrath and damnation await those who do not 
trust in the Lord and follow Him. However, His action of grace is found within 
judgment in that God had made Ezekiel a watchman (guardian) over the House of 
Israel in order to warn them ahead of time so that they might repent. 

God's Word is for everyone, and as the text alludes, God's Word is to be preached 
to everyone; believers and unbelievers alike. The unbelievers need to hear Law and 
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Gospel so that they may receive Christ and the gift of salvation. Believers need to 
hear the word because the temptations of this world and the unholy trinity (sin, 
Satan, and the grave) continue to hound us in our sanctified living. And yet, during 
this time of Advent, we remember God's love toward the world in action as we 
prepare once again to celebrate the birth of the Christ child; God's Word of Salva
tion who became flesh. 

Suggested outline: 

Help Wanted for Christmas Employment 

Introduction: Create a fictional "help wanted" ad for Christmas work: "Looking 
for workers. Hard work. People business; some people will love you, others will 
despise you. You may not always be the most popular person at times. Low pay. 
Great Boss." Would you answer this ad? 

I. Ezekiel answered God's call. 
A. Ezekiel was God's gift to the people. 

1. It wasn't always going to be easy. 
2. Lots of responsibility. 
3. Ezekiel was God's gift to the people in order to warn them of the 

coming judgment. God's grace is seen in that He wanted all the people 
to hear the message. The Lord wanted the people to know that He 
offered the way of salvation as well. 

B. God equipped Ezekiel for the task. 
1. God equipped him with His Word. 
2. God equipped him with His Spirit (Ezek. 2). 

Some listened and others didn't. It wasn't Ezekiel's call to make people believe. 
He was called to simply speak God's Word to the people. This is still the case today. 
Christians and church workers are not responsible to make people believe in Jesus 
Christ. 

Whether we are in full-time church work or not, we're all called to share God's 
Word with others. We're called to share the Gospel that God sent His Son to be born 
in Bethlehem so that He could die for us in Jerusalem, thus winning salvation. 
Christ took the judgment for us so that we could have the gift of salvation. The 
grace and love of Christ precedes the coming judgment; therefore the Word still 
needs to be proclaimed (John 1:36). 

II. There's still plenty of room for more workers! 
A. There's still a great need for full-time church workers. 

1. This can be the place in the sermon where the pastor can share some 
of his challenges but also highlight the great joys he has had in his 
ministry—obviously without sacrificing any confidentiality! 

2. Encourage the hearers to prayerfully consider answering God's ad for 
more full-time church workers (Rom. 8:10-18). 

B. All of us can follow the example of Andrew. 
1. Continue spending time with the Lord in Word, Sacrament, and prayer. 
2. Share the Gospel with the urgency of Ezekiel but with the enthusiasm 

of Andrew to reach out to the people we know best: family, friends, 
schoolmates, co-workers, etc. 
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This isn't temporary employment. There's real job security with the Lord for 
the Christmas message of the Christ child is proclaimed throughout the year. 

Michael Redeker 

Second Sunday of Advent 
Malachi 3:1-4 

December 7,2003 

The prophet Malachi's criticisms of the Israelites have a contemporary ring for 
us. He rebukes them for stingy offerings (l:8ff.; 3:8-9), violating marriage 
commitments (2:14-16), grumbling against the Lord (2:17; 3:13), occult practices, 
adultery, perjury, oppression of the poor and the aliens, and being without fear of 
God (3:5). There are corrupt priests (l:6ff.; 2:1-9), even though a priest is supposed 
to act as "the messenger of the Lord" (2:7). In the verse just before our pericope 
(2:17), we hear that the Lord is tired of them, and some of them self-righteously 
complain that He is not rewarding them for the piety they claim to have and is 
favoring and prospering the evil-doers. "Where is the God of justice?" is a continuing 
cry even today, when some blame God for the world's mess and assert that He is not 
really good or doesn't exist at all. A recent cartoon referred to this attitude by 
depicting a Recording Angel at the gate of Heaven holding a newspaper with the 
headline: "Corporate Crooks Are Getting Away with Crimes" and commenting 
"That's what they think!" In Malachi 3, God declares that He never gives up His 
hatred of sin and will certainly come for a Day of Judgment (3:5). But He has much 
more to say about this. In connection with the Day of Judgment, He will send two 
special Messengers, who will not be unfaithful like the priest-messengers already 
mentioned. 

Sugguested outline: 

The Coming of the Two Messengers 

I. The Messenger sent to purify. 
A. This messenger is God Himself (v. 1). He is "the Lord you are seeking" (by 

saying, "Where is the God of justice?"). "The Lord" (Supreme Ruler) is a 
divine title here, for this is the Lord (Yahweh), the Lord (Supreme Ruler) 
of all the earth (Joshua 3:13; Micah 4:13). He is identified here as the 
Messenger of the Covenant, who is the Angel (same word as "Messenger" 
in Hebrew: malak) sent by the Lord of Hosts (preachers using the NIV 
should consult page xi of the Concordia Self Study Bible on the rendition 
of the divine names) as His special representative to help and benefit His 
people. This Angel/Messenger, in whom God's name is, is identified in 
numerous Scripture passages as God (Gen. 16:7-13; 22:1-18; Ex. 3:2-4; 
23:20-23; Judg. 6:11-24 ). He is a divine Person sent as the Messenger of 
another divine Person, to carry out His will and bring benefit-the greatest 
of all benefits-to His people (Israel, old and new, Rom. 11:13-24). The 
divine Messenger of the Covenant comes to implement the new covenant 
of reconciliation (Jer. 31:33-34). This is a wondrous mystery in the depths 
of the oneness of God (Mai. 2:10; Is. 45:5-6). He is Christ, the Son of God. 

B. This is the Messenger who comes to purify from sin (w. 2-4). He does carry 
out the holy judgment of the Lord of Hosts (v. 5; John 5:22). But the self-
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righteous grumblers must realize that they also are sinners deserving 
damnation in the Judgment. "Who can endure the day of His coming? Who 
can stand when He appears?" This is true of all mankind (Ps. 143:2; Rom. 
3:20). But the Lord of Hosts in profound mercy provides salvation from 
the judgment by sending His Messenger to cleanse from sin (see Titus 
3:14). He will bring atonement for forgiveness and will also sanctify the 
lives of God's people. The Levitical priests and the people will be sanctified 
to offer sacrifices acceptable to the Lord. In fact, in the days of the Messiah 
and His church, the Levitical priesthood will come to an end and all 
believers in Christ will become spiritual priests to offer spiritual sacrifices, 
which are all the works of the Christian life (1 Pet. 2:5, 9; Heb. 13:15-16). 
The Apology of the Augsburg Confession (XXIV, 31-34) speaks of how 
Malachi prophesies the coming about of these spiritual sacrifices in 1:11 
and 3:3: "This takes place through the preaching of the gospel, which 
makes known the name of Christ and the Father's mercy promised in 
Christ. The proclamation of the gospel produces faith in those who receive 
the gospel. They call upon God, give thanks to God, they bear afflictions for 
their confession, they do good works on account of the glory of Christ. In 
this way the name of the Lord becomes great among the nations." 

Those among the hearers of Malachi who did fear the Lord (3:16) were 
the ones who desired and delighted in the Messenger of the Covenant and 
the ancient prophecies of His coming and benefits. We join them in rejoicing 
in the coming of our divine Redeemer in this Advent season. 

II. The messenger sent to prepare the people for the Day of Judgment (v. 1). 
Isaiah also prophesied his coming, as the "voice crying in the wilderness" 

(40:3-5). Today's Gospel lesson tells us that the prophecy of this messenger 
was fulfilled in John the Baptist. He called the people to repentance and to 
faith in the other Messenger, namely, Christ. What William Jennings Bryan 
said long ago is true to this day: "The world never needed men like John the 
Baptist more than it needs them now. It is full of shams and frauds and 
deceptions; God is mocked, the Bible is derided, and Christ is reduced by some 
to the stature of a man.... There is much of the Svilderness' even in our crowded 
cities, and we need the cry of men with souls afire, calling back society to God, 
to the Bible, and to Christ." 

As we ourselves take to heart the announcement of this messenger, we can 
also take delight in the coming of the other Messenger, who comes to restore us. We 
can join in the words of the Gradual: "Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout, 
daughter of Jerusalem! See, your Ring comes to you, righteous and having salvation." 

Thomas Manteufel 

Third Sunday in Advent 
Zephaniah 3:14-18a 
December 14,2003 

During this contemplative time of the year, we are reminded not only of our sin 
before God, but we are also reminded of God's great love for us; so much so that He 
would send His Son to be born in a manger in Bethlehem. God's love for us is truly 
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amazing, and we have the privilege to hear about it once again through the prophet 
Zephaniah. 

Homiletical considerations: In verse 14, Zephaniah piles up many expressions 
for joy, and he does so in the imperative: Sing! Shout aloud in victory! Be glad and 
rejoice! The reason for God's people to rejoice is found in the next verse: the Lord 
has taken away your punishment. Two things to note here: (1) the punishment 
belongs to the people; (2) God, out of His great love for His people removed their 
punishment. He has removed what once stood in the way so that He can now have 
a restored relationship with His people. The Lord is their King and Mighty Hero. 
He has turned the enemies away, and He is now in their midst/with them. The 
Mighty Hero is victorious, and He cannot be beaten so there is no longer any reason 
for His people to fear since He lives in the midst of them once again. 

As some commentators noted, Jesus uses the words of Zephaniah, which are 
recorded in John 12:15. Homiletically, it's interesting to note that Jesus begins His 
march toward the cross in this part of John. The One whom God sent to take the 
punishment for His people is the very same One who calms all our fears because 
He is going to complete His work of liberation and freedom for us on Good Friday— 
Do not be afraid O Daughter of Zion. 

Verse 17 has been called the John 3:16 of the Old Testament. The prophet 
proclaims the real deep-seated love that God has for His people. His love is so 
great that we, with our fallen reason, cannot even begin to comprehend how 
wonderful, deep, and beautiful it is. The Lord is your God—the God who once again 
is in the midst of His people. The Lord is your God who has His people as the object 
of His delight. The Lord is your God who rejoices over His people with singing. And 
the reason that God delights and rejoices over His people is because "He will be 
quiet in His love over you." The Hebrew brings out a different nuance that isn't 
reflected in many of the English translations. The "love" that God has is an 
unconditional love— a marriage-kind of love "until death do us part" for His people, 
except that God's people never die. We live with Him in this relationship for eternity! 
In addition to His love, the Hebrew nuance of "quiet" describes the inward condition 
of the subject, namely, the Lord. This "quiet" is a contemplative quiet that God 
does as He truly "quiets" over His creation. It is not depicting the quietness being 
conveyed upon someone else. And yet His love is not mere sentimentality, but 
rather the Lord contemplates and puts His love into action concretely in order to 
deliver His people. He continues to do so even today through His Word and 
Sacraments. 

Suggested outline: 

The Quietness of the Times 

Introduction: Work through contemplating quietness. The preacher may also 
bring in the subtleness and quietness of our sins, but that they make a cacophonous 
racket before the Lord. 

I. The quietness of Christmas—The Christ Child born so silently in the manger 
(John 3:16). 

II. The quietness of Good Friday (Is. 53:7; Matt. 27:12-14; Mark 14:60-61; 15:4-5; 
John 1:29, 35; John 19:8-9)—Christ was the One whom God sent in our place 
to take away the punishment we deserved. 

III. The quietness of the times gives way to rejoicing. 
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A. The quietness of the first Easter morning has made a glorious noise for 
2000 years! 

B. Do not be afraid! You are forgiven. Christ quiets our soul so that we can 
now make a joyful noise to the Lord—praising God and rejoicing. 

Michael Redeker 

St. Thomas, Apostle 
Judges 6:36-40 

December 21,2003 

When God Seems Very Far Away Indeed! 

Sermon notes: 1. The narrative of which the Old Testament reading is a part 
contains what could be called "two stories." The first one is the obvious "surface 
story." It presents the historical context or historical narrative in which we find 
Gideon, the "facts" of his situation, so to speak: the domination and cruelty of the 
Midianites, their raids on Israel, the cause and effect relationships which take 
place on this level—the oppression of Israel caused by the Midianite incursions 
into the land and so on. And then, "in, with, and under" this surface story is another 
story, one that comments on and interprets the surface story. Thus, in verse one, we 
read that Yahweh had handed Israel over to Midian because they did what was evil 
in His sight. Behind the surface story, then, there is another story reflected here. It 
is part of the continuing story of God and His relationship with Israel, His people, 
and serves to remind us that ultimately God is in control of all that happens on the 
surface level, though it may not seem that way at all. 

2. Here in Judges 6, the "story behind the story" intrudes upon the surface 
story. Or, to put it another way, God begins to have a conversation with His people. 
First, a prophet begins the conversation (he is the mouth of God, after all) by 
attempting to remind them of a conversation they seem to have forgotten. That is 
to say, he reminds them of the Ibrah—the story of their redemption from Egypt and 
their relationship with Him and how that relationship is to be embodied in their 
lives (6:7-10). He comments, to put it mildly, that they have not been doing too well 
in this regard. Then, the Angel of the Lord Himself "interrupts" Gideon's daily 
routine, and the divine begins the conversation with the human (6:11-12). 

3. In the course of the conversation, Gideon too recalls the Ibrah, the story of 
past redemption when Yahweh intervened in his fathers' story with miracles 
(rhN^f})), and he challenges the Messenger's suggestion that Yahweh is with Is
rael, boldly asserting that Yahweh has abandoned them and handed them over to 
Midian (6:13). Gideon implies that Yahweh ought to make the future like the past. 
What Israel needs is another Moses and another Exodus! Israel needs that "day" 
of judgment on God's enemies and salvation for His people. 

4. Surprise! The Angel of Yahweh is not offended by Gideon's speech. Quite the 
contrary, he is "convinced!" But, to his shock, Gideon finds out that he is to be the 
"new Moses." The Angel says to him: "Go with the strength you have and rescue 
Israel from the Midianites. Have I not sent you?" (6:14). (Note that many 
commentators see considerable parallels between Moses and Gideon here.) Gideon 
is to be the means by which Yahweh "sets things aright" and brings past and future 
together. Gideon is to be the one to change the "surface story" of Israel and bring the 
day of deliverance for which Israel hoped. 
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5. Gideon, as you might expect, has his doubts. But Yahweh does not leave him 
without a sign. Our text (6:36-40) records the second of such signs that Yahweh 
gives him (cf. 6:17-21). Note that Yahweh does not censure Gideon for asking for the 
signs. Rather, they are the means by which Gideon receives assurance that Yahweh 
is with him, and that he will be victorious, though everything in the "surface story" 
tells him that this will not be the case. And indeed, in chapter seven, we read that 
Yahweh gives Gideon a great victory indeed. 

6. In a sermon on this text, the pastor will want to make use of the "underlying 
realities" that connect us and Gideon in his proclamation of the Gospel. He will not 
want to simply insert our names for Gideon's name here, lest the sermon become 
moralistic in tone (i.e., Gideon doubted and needed signs; we ought to have more 
faith than Gideon. Or, as Yahweh was with Gideon and helped him conquer his 
enemies, so He will be with us to help us conquer the "Midianites" in our lives.). 

7. One might instead proceed as follows: Our "surface story" seems very much 
like Gideon's. The days come and go, and each seems to bring its own set of problems. 
In our world, the wicked seem to prosper at the expense of God's people. God seems 
to be nowhere in sight. Death reigns over everything. The promised kingdom, the 
day of salvation, seems to be very far away indeed. 

8. For us who live in these in-between times, we too remember the past, when 
God Himself "interrupted" (or better "invaded") our surface story and brought the 
past and the future together in His Son. In Christ, the Word incarnate, God also 
began a conversation with us. (Hebrews 11:1: "...in these last days he has spoken to 
us by his Son..."). Christ performed a mighty act of redemption (ηκΐ?ί))), 
another Exodus (Luke 9:31) which brought salvation and His kingdom to our world. 
In Christ, the "day" so long hoped for has come. Like the Exodus back in the day, the 
death and resurrection of Christ for us assure us that God has not abandoned His 
people, no matter what the surface story might look like. No matter what happens, 
God's people can cling to that promise. 

9. This past also has us looking ahead to the future, when God will interrupt 
the surface story once again and visibly manifest Himself as our Lord and King 
and destroy every enemy that besets us. The Exodus and Gideon's victory over 
Midian are anticipations and foretastes of Christ's victory which will be revealed 
on that Last, Great Day. We await the appearance of our Savior and our Exodus 
from the grave, which will signal our victory over enemies which, on the surface, 
look too fierce for us to conquer. 

10. But as we wait, our Savior has not left us without signs connected to God's 
promise. Our Baptism assures us that the "surface story" is not the final story— 
death does not have the final word. The Lord is with us, and He will rescue us as He 
promised. Through Baptism, our "story" has been given a different ending—resur
rection. Likewise, Holy Communion continually strengthens our faith in God's 
promised salvation. He has given these to us so that we can be assured that when 
"the fight grows fierce and the warfare long" the victory is ours. We can trust in 
Him. 

11. It is for this reason that Luther writes: "In all his promises, moreover, in 
addition to the word, God has usually given a sign, for the greater assurance and 
strengthening of our faith. Thus he gave Noah the sign of the rainbow. To Abraham 
he gave circumcision as a sign. To Gideon he gave the rain on the ground and on the 
fleece. So we constantly find in the Scriptures many of these signs, given along with 
the promises..." (LW 35.86). 

Tim Saleska 
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The Holy Innocents 
Jeremiah 31:15-17 
December 28,2003 

When Jesus said that all Scripture testifies of Him, He included the various 
events that surrounded His life as well. Today's text in Jeremiah is one such reference 
which centers on the slaughtering of the innocent baby boys (the New Testament's 
first martyrs) because King Herod sought to kill the only true Innocent One. 

Homiletical considerations: The text itself seems rather straightforward. The 
commentators seem to make an issue about the location of Rachel's tomb with 
respect to Ramah. This certainly makes for some interesting study and would be 
good grist for a Bible study. However, I really don't believe that the debate over 
Rachel's tomb should be done from the pulpit. 

The prophet does, however, depict Rachel weeping from her tomb. She's in 
great mourning and deep sorrow, weeping bitterly as this mother can only helplessly 
watch her descendants being deported; her children are no more. (The Hebrew has 
"sons," which can be referred to later on in the sermon for Jesus.) 

And yet the Lord speaks a great word of hope through the prophet. In the 
imperative, the Lord says to Rachel, "Restrain your voice from weeping." The Lord 
made a promise that something great was going to happen! Even though her sons/ 
children "are no more," the Lord promised that there would be a time when the 
family would be reunited! Rachel's children would return home once again! In 
short, Rachel's hope and future had its foundation in God's promise in the returning 
of the sons/children. The family would be back together again, and there would 
certainly be great joy and rejoicing as every tear would be dried. 

As this prophecy is carried forward and fulfilled in Matthew 2, we find that 
King Herod slaughtered all the male children who would have been around the age 
of Jesus at that time. Again, it's hard to imagine any mother or father watching 
helplessly as their son was killed right before their eyes. 

And yet this can be the transition in the sermon and the Gospel handle as 
well! When we look at Matthew 2:18, we see that Matthew is quoting Jeremiah 
31:15. But what's missing from Matthew's account? It's the hope for the future 
that's found in the return of the sons. However, all Scripture testifies of Jesus. 
Therefore the Gospel handle is the remainder of Matthew's Gospel, which records 
the events of Jesus' life as God's Son returns from His Egyptian exile back to the 
land of Israel. It is precisely because the Son returned to complete His work on the 
cross and rise again on Easter morning that gives any one of us the hope of a 
beautiful future and a blessed family reunion in heaven with our fellow Christians! 
It was also the hope of the resurrection that would restrain the weeping and tears 
of the mothers and fathers as well who lost their sons during King Herod's violent 
reign. 

As the pastor prepares his sermon, it would be good to remember anyone in 
the congregation who may have lost a child. In addition, statistically there will be 
women of various ages sitting in the pews on December 28 who have gone through 
an abortion themselves. There may also be some fathers in the pew carrying around 
similar guilt, either because they encouraged an abortion in the past or because 
their hands were tied and they couldn't do anything to stop it. 

I know that this is not a popular topic for some pastors to preach about from 
the pulpit, especially the first Sunday after Christmas. However, this is the perfect 
text to bring healing and hope to those who may not have approached the pastor in 
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this matter for spiritual counseling. In addition, there are many people who avoid 
the third Sunday in January, normally designated as Life Sunday, either because 
they cannot come to grips with their past or because they simply cannot deal with 
the pain. This is the perfect opportunity for the preacher to do some wonderful 
spiritual counseling while following the lectionary at the same time. (In fact, there 
is an organization called Project Rachel, which is named after this part of Jeremiah, 
that helps post-abortive women work through their past.) 

Sermon direction: Since this is the time of the year when many families get 
together and have reunions, I would suggest creating the sermon around the theme 
of "Happy Reunions." The malady of sin and death is rather prevalent within the 
Propers of the Day, so this could be expounded upon given the pastor's specific 
context of his congregation. The Gospel handle of hope found in "the return of the 
sons" can transition into "the return of the Son." The preacher can also bring into 
the sermon the pain that the Father went through as He watched the Innocent One 
die for the guilty. But it is through the death of this Innocent One that we have hope 
in the resurrection and the blessed reunion in Heaven. 

Michael Redeker 

Second Sunday after Christmas 
Isaiah 61:10-62:3 
January 4,2004 

Biblical context: This section of Isaiah points to the continual deliverance 
which God offers to His people. It is one of the givens of the life of faith. 

Jesus read Isaiah 61:1-2A in the synagogue at Nazareth and announced that 
the Scripture was being fulfilled on that day (Luke 4:17-21). Consequently, the 
context of Isaiah 61 is Messianic prophecy applicable to the Christ. 

Note the beauty of the Hebrew poetry. The cadence seems to flow and ebb, 
reveling in God's saving action. The poetry repeats, amplifies, and gently moves 
forward. God enters into the context of humanity. There is beauty, hope, and joy to 
be found in the righteousness which the Son of God brings to the world. 

Isaiah 61:10-11: The person speaking is the prophet. The prophet points out 
the festive, rich way in which God clothes His people. To claim that the wedding 
garments represent the priestly nature of the bridegroom or that the bridegroom 
and the bride have special meaning seems to go beyond the text. The main point is 
that God gives beautiful, rich, adorned garments of salvation. The robe of 
righteousness for the believer is the sheer act of a God working salvation for the 
world in Jesus. It is the same garment as mentioned in Matthew 22:11. 

The delight of the prophet is not only the garments worn but the undoubtable 
fact that, just as surely as the created order comes to life in the spring, so surely 
will God make this righteousness in Jesus and the resulting praise of the people of 
God be seen all over the earth. The hymns and praise songs of the day should reflect 
this deep, abiding delight in what God has done openly for His people and the 
display of His righteousness in Jesus. 

Isaiah 62:1-3: The Lord speaks. God will not be the hidden God at the birth of 
the Holy Child. God will not rest until the righteousness of Jerusalem bursts forth 
to the ends of the earth. Consequently, the force of the preaching of Jesus will be 
unstoppable because it is a resolved act of God. 

The kingdoms of this world will see the glory of the church, not in buildings and 
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splendor, but solely in Jesus (Is. 40:5 and John 1:14). Jesus showed His glory by 
displaying His godly powers in His miracles and ultimately His resurrection (John 
2:11). As believers are added to the church, the gracious presence and power of 
God's Spirit working among the people of God is seen. Consequently, the church not 
only rejoices in its righteousness by faith and God's unstoppable manner of lifting 
up that salvation, but the resultant way in which God continues to add to the 
saving community in Jesus as fulfillment of this prophecy (Acts 2:46-47). This 
brings a double joy for the believing community knows that it is still sinful, but as 
it continues to accuse itself and at the same time lift up the name of Jesus, others 
are brought to faith. That is only possible because of the presence of Jesus (John 
15:5). 

Isaiah 62:2: The people of God will be called a new name as seen in verse 12. 
They will be called the Holy People, the Redeemed of the Lord. 

Isaiah 62:3: The church, the redeemed of God, is the precious instrument which 
God uses to fulfill His bold, forceful proclamation. As the church lifts up the glory 
of God in Jesus and humbly shows the righteousness of God in the cross, it is like 
a jeweled crown in the hand of God, treasured by God Himself. 

Suggested outline: 

What's the plan? 

Introdution: The big question in the business world today is, "What is the 
overall plan? What are the goals we are attempting to reach?" 

I. Life can be confusing. 
A. There is no overall plan for the world as presented by television news. 

Television reporting centers on violence and evil in the world. Iraq, Israel, 
children being abducted, people being murdered, company executives being 
quilty of fraud. 

B. Movements such as the United Nations, peace plans, law enforcement, 
government regulations on business, etc., seem unable to make a lasting 
difference in the situation. 

C. The Word of God needs to be lifted up to balance the high amount of 
television reporting on the confused state of the world. 

II. God has a focused plan for the world. 
A. He clothes people in the righteousness of Jesus. 

1. New clothes cover the body with vibrancy, crispness. 
2. Jesus' birth and saving action give new clothes that cover old sin. 

B. He causes this righteousness to be lifted up boldly in front of people all 
over the world. 

C. He enfolds His people as part of this universal action. 
III. The focus on Jesus brings continual joy and delight to those who are being 

saved. 
A. They are called holy and redeemed (Is. 62:12). 
B. They see and participate in the bold plan of God in action. 
C. They continually praise God within the manifestation of His plan. 

Gary Schaper 
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The Baptism of Our Lord 
First Sunday after the Epiphany 

Isaiah 42:1-7 
January 11,2004 

It can be exciting to meet a famous personality. In this Scripture text, God, by 
the mouth of the prophet Isaiah, introduces someone whom He wants His people to 
meet. Behold! Look! He calls out in the original Hebrew. See the one portrayed 
here! Isaiah's hearers could only see Him afar off through prophecy. But there 
would be people of a later time who could rejoice in knowing Him intimately. Do you 
count yourself among them? 

Suggested outline: 

Look at Who Has Come! 

I. Here is the Servant of God, in whom He delights (v. 1). 
This is the great Envoy and official Minister of God, approved and upheld 

by God in all the work He is sent to do. Isaiah says that this Servant will bear 
the iniquities of sinners and justify them (Is. 53:5, 6, 11). He will bring and 
establish justice (mishpat, w. 1, 4), the total redemptive order of God's rule. 
"He shall make the right and good and holy will of God everywhere prevail, so 
that all nations find their sure ground of confidence in Him" (Martin 
Franzmann, Follow Me [St. Louis: Concordia, 1961], 121, on Is. 42:l-4/Matt. 
12:18-21). He will bring reconciliation with God, renewal, and deliverance 
from the moral, physical, and social evils of a fallen world (v. 7; Is. 61:1; 35:7)— 
at first in part and in hope, and then with total victory in the grand 
consummation. Matthew 12:15-21 quotes the words of Isaiah 42 and declares 
that they are fulfilled in the Messianic work of Jesus. 

God is heartily delighted (v. 1) with Him who does this, for the Maker of 
heaven and earth (v. 5) longs and plans for the restoration of the ruined world 
and its inhabitants. He wants sinners to be saved, receive His mercies, and 
glorify Him forever (Ezek. 18:23; John 3:1; Ps. 113:1-2; 50:15). Therefore, when 
Jesus began to perform the Servant's work, the Father's voice was heard from 
heaven: "You are My beloved Son; with You I am well pleased." 

"I will put My Spirit upon Him," to work with Him in the actions of His 
mission as the Servant. This has happened in the work of Jesus the Messiah 
(Luke 3:22; Matt. 1:28; Heb. 9:14; Matt. 3:11; John 16:7-15; 1 Cor. 12:3). 

II. He is sent to bless and restore those who have faith in Him (v. 3). 
God the Father says, "Behold My Servant!" and wants people to know 

Him as Redeemer. He sends His Servant and His Spirit to continually create 
and build up such faith. The bruised reed and smoldering wick of weak and 
feeble faith are strengthened and made firmer. Christ will not crush or condemn 
or abandon one who looks to Him for help. A contrite heart will always find a 
forgiving, helping Savior. The Servant worked lovingly and knowingly with 
weak faith (Matt. 6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8; Luke 18:lff.). Walter A. Maier told of 
a young man who had lost his faith and had spent Christmas Eve gambling, 
drinking, and carousing, ending by feeling ashamed of himself. He was 
awakened in the morning by carolers outside his window singing of the newborn 
Redeemer's forgiving, rebuilding love. He was filled with repentance and 
eventually became a notable Christian businessman. Maier urged his listeners 
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to take the message of the Christmas carols to heart and say: "Those songs 
sing Christ's love for me!" 

III. He is appointed to be a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles (v. 6). 
The covenant which Christ confirms and mediates is the New Covenant 

(Jer. 31:33-34), which has been made the basis of life with God in Christ's 
church, the new Israel (Heb. 8:8-12). It promises that God will be our God, that 
all His people will truly know Him, and that He will forgive our sins and write 
His law on our hearts. By the Baptism which Christ instituted, we enter into 
and live in the covenant of Christ, as the Collect for the Day says {Lutheran 
Worship, p. 21). Through the baptismal covenant, we are united with Christ 
and receive His blessings (Rom. 6:1-6; Titus 3:4-7). In that covenant we are 
redemptively conformed to Him: As the Father delights in Him (v. 1), so He 
delights in us and accepts us for His sake (Tit. 3:4-7; Eph. 1:6-7). As He is the 
Chosen One (v. 1), so through baptismal faith we recognize that we are elected 
in Him (Eph. 1:3-4). As the Spirit is upon Him and works with Him (v. 1), so the 
Spirit is given to us for our life in Christ (Acts 2:38). 

The Servant is appointed to be a light for the nations (v. 6), and for centuries 
people have found light and grace in Him for the darkness of their sin and 
misery. Illustration: A man who had been a professed atheist all his life was 
found dead in his room. But clenched in his hand was a note with words which 
showed that at the end of life he had met the Servant and come into His light: 

I've tried in vain a thousand ways 
My fears to quell, my hopes to raise; 
But what I need, the Bible says, 
Is ever, only Jesus. 

My soul is night, my heart is steel-
I cannot see, I cannot feel; 
For light, for life, I must appeal 
In simple faith to Jesus. 

Thomas Manteufel 

Confession of St. Peter 
Acts 4:8-13 

January 18,2004 

"It's Not About Peter!" 

On a day set aside to commemorate the Confession of St. Peter, we might 
naturally assume that the spotlight would be on the apostle, his character, and his 
exemplary (even heroic) faith. In fact, however, Peter's confession isn't really about 
Peter at all. It's all about Jesus. 

Peter is probably most people's "favorite apostle." For one thing, we know 
more about Peter than we do about any of the other eleven. For another thing, the 
Gospels portray Peter as painfully, endearingly human: he is both courageous and 
cowardly, both bold and misguided, both strong and all too weak. Many Christians 
can readily identify with the character of Peter. He earnestly desired to be devoted 
to Christ, and at the same time he seems a bit thick-headed about what Jesus is 
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up to. (We see both sides of Peter in Matthew 16:13-23, where Peter's bold confession 
of faith in Jesus is followed quickly by the Lord's rebuke.) Peter is dear to us, partly, 
because he so clearly exemplifies the tension in each of us between our faith in 
Jesus, the Son of God, and our natural preference for a theology of glory that bypasses 
the cross. 

In the portion of Acts assigned for today, Peter could easily have lost his focus 
on Jesus and basked in the glory. The apostles were engaged in an incredibly 
successful ministry, and Peter was the main leader in the young church. It had 
started with Pentecost and the baptism of three thousand new believers. Day by 
day more people were hearing and believing the message about salvation in Christ. 
The church was devoted to learning what the apostles had to teach. There were 
even miracles occurring, as a demonstration of the power of God at work with Peter 
and the others. 

The aftermath of one of those miracles (the healing of the lame beggar in the 
temple) was yet another opportunity for Peter to preach Jesus Christ (Acts 3). 
Even though Peter and John were arrested by the temple authorities, many people 
were brought to faith in Jesus. The number of the men totaled five thousand by this 
time, perhaps no more than a few weeks after Pentecost—and that probably does 
not even include the women and children. In our day and age, Peter could easily 
have negotiated a lucrative publishing deal for his forthcoming book on how to grow 
an instant megachurch! 

But our text shows us how Peter ("filled with the Holy Spirit") did nothing of 
the kind. His defense barely uses the first person at all (the singular not at all, and 
the plural only twice—and in verse 12 "we" should be read as including the hearers 
among those who "must be saved" by Christ's name). For Peter, this healing, this 
trial, and the whole dynamic growth of the church is all about Jesus Christ. It's not 
about Peter at all. 

It can be a challenge to celebrate Peter's bold and faithful confession of Jesus 
as the Savior, without inadvertently shifting our attention from the message to the 
messenger. But focusing too much on Peter the man, the apostle, the witness may 
actually distract people from Christ. Christ and His salvation are always confessed 
and proclaimed in the world by flesh and blood human beings like Peter (and like 
us). Focus on the human messenger can lead us into hero-worship rather than 
Jesus-worship, and can foster all the wrong kinds of party divisions as we rally 
around our favorite apostle (cf. 1 Cor. 1:11-13). 

But never mind that the main thing here is Jesus Christ, whom we crucified, 
whom God raised from the plead, in whom alone we have salvation. That saving 
Gospel is stated here in our text so clearly that it still thrills us with its simple 
power and unequivocal promise. 

Whether the messengers are heroic or humble, famous or obscure, brilliant or 
uneducated, that is the way people speak who have been with Jesus (v. 13). And 
that is why this celebration of the Confession of Peter is the feast-day of every 
Christian's witness. It's not about Peter; it's about Jesus Christ. 

William W. Schumacher 
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Conversion of St. Paul 
Acts 9:1-22 

January 25,2004 

The story of Saul's conversion is very familiar to most Christians, and that 
familiarity may itself be a homiletical challenge. It will not always be possible to 
find a new way to approach the preaching of such a well-known text, while remaining 
really faithful to the text itself. 

The text is a narrative, a story, and is part of a larger story in which Saul will 
come to play an important part later. Preachers can sometimes weaken the power 
of narrative texts by reducing them to a series of dogmatic principles, or (worse yet) 
distilling from the text some universal ethical principles. It is probably best to 
retain the narrative character as much as possible in the sermon on this text. 

And what a narrative! No more compelling story of Christ's power to overcome 
human sin and opposition can be imagined. No more complete transformation by 
the saving power of Jesus can be cited. Saul the persecutor does complete his 
journey to Damascus, but his agenda is utterly different by verse 20. Saul's 
conversion ought not to be depicted as the model for all conversions, since few 
Christians have his violent history of persecution to report as a vivid backdrop to 
their present life of faith. Attempting to hold up Saul as the pattern for every 
convert may have unintended results, such as encouraging people to embellish 
their past sins, or even leading them to doubt whether they are genuine Christians 
if they do not have such lurid past lives to report. Rather, Christ's unilateral and 
undeserved choice of Saul should be an example of God's patience and grace to 
encourage believers (cf. 1 Tim. 1:15-16). 

Half of our text is not so much about Saul as about another believer. We know 
almost nothing about Ananias, the Damascus disciple whom the Lord sent to 
Saul, besides what is given in these verses, but he is an intensely interesting 
character. His objections about going to Saul seem entirely reasonable, given Saul's 
track record. And his obvious common sense makes his obedience to the Lord's 
mission all the more exciting and challenging to us. Ananias is the "patron saint" 
of courageous (but not blind) obedience in mission. We cannot know what Ananias 
expected when he called on the house on Straight Street. What he found was (as C. 
S. Lewis once described himself) "perhaps, that night, the most dejected and 
reluctant convert" in all Damascus. 

The apostle Paul would later emphasize that he was converted and called 
directly by Christ Himself (Gal. 1:12), but Ananias laid hands on him, healed him, 
and baptized him. That was hardly something Ananias could take much credit for. 
The Lord Jesus had sent him, and he (Ananias) had tried to talk the Lord out of it. 
Not only did the Lord overcome the enmity and hostility of the unbeliever Saul, but 
he also overcame the qualms and reluctance of the disciple Ananias—all to spread 
His Gospel and carry His name. The Lord Jesus still has His way, for our salvation 
and the salvation of the world. 

Just a note about what we should call the convert. Our text for today never 
calls him Paul, but consistently refers to him by his old (Jewish) name of Saul. The 
name Paul is not introduced until much later in Acts (13:9) and is simply given as 
an alternative without explanation. It certainly does not seem to be as simple as 
calling him "Saul" before his conversion and "Paul" afterwards, as if a changed 
name denoted a changed man. One technique that might be employed in a sermon 
on this present text would be to refer to him consistently as Saul (as the text itself 
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does), without introducing any other explanations or harmonizations with other 
texts. This may have the effect of rendering this familiar narrative just slightly 
strange to listeners, helping them to re-hear it afresh. 

William W. Schumacher 
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