
Homiletical Helps on LW Seríes Β 
—Gospels 

Eighth Sunday after Pentecost 
Mark 6:7-13 

August 3,2003 

When You Meet "You Have Your Opinion; I Have Mine" 

I. Introduction: "You have your opinion; I have mine." 
A. The problem: You've heard it, maybe from children or spouse; from co

worker or boss; perhaps from pro-choicers, gay-rights people, or from others 
who shut off discussion. It puts you off! 

B. The opportunity: Truth is, this cop-out "You have your opinion; I have 
mine" is an opportunity to refresh your faith. Here's how it works. 

II. "Meet people where they are..." 
A. Text: When Jesus sent His disciples on a short mission, He told them first 

to meet people where they live, literally. 
1. "Whenever you enter a house, stay there...." 
2. "If any place will not welcome you...." 

B. Figuratively meeting people where they live, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, shortly 
before being executed by the Nazis, said: "During the last year or so I've 
come to know and understand more and more the profound this-worldliness 
of Christianity. The Christian is not a homo religiosus (a religious man), 
but simply a man, as Jesus was a man.... I don't mean the shallow and 
banal this-worldliness of the enlightened, the busy, the comfortable, or 
the lascivious, but the profound this-worldliness, characterized by 
discipline and the constant knowledge of death and resurrection." 

C. Reiteration: Not o/*this world but in this world. "Meet people where they 
are...." 

III. "...but don't leave them there." 
A. We all meet people, but do we seek to meet their opinions? 

1. How often do you sit down just to talk with someone, with no ulterior 
motive? "Love is not self-seeking" (1 Cor. 13:5). 

2. How many relationships do you cultivate with people "in the world" 
where faith-talk is easy and natural? 

B. When you're cultivating such relationships, you can expect to hear (or 
sense underneath the talk), "You have your opinion; I have mine." 
1. Temptation: To change the subject and avoid the honest talk. 
2. Resist the temptation: Engage their opinion. 

a. "Tell me why you believe that" or similar leading questions. 
b. "Let me tell you what I believe" or similar non-threatening, non-

dogmatic statements. 
c. "Do this with gentleness and respect" (1 Pet. 3:15). 

3. Why should you bother? 
a. Jesus came into the world to meet us and turn us to God (turn us 

from our opinions to His truth; repentance). 
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b. Jesus has authority (Mark 6:7; Matt. 28:20; 1 John 4:4). 
c. Through our sharing the Word, the Spirit of Jesus engages the 

world incarnationally. 
d. You only have to have two loves in your life—God, and the person 

in front of you at any particular time (Rev. Eloy Cruz to President 
Carter, "Living Faith," 218). 

C. Now that you've respectfully heard their opinion, what's next? 
IV. Report back to Jesus. 

A. Text: After the disciples' mission, they reported back to Jesus (Mark 6:30). 
B. Application: After meeting the opinions of others, report back to Jesus. 

1. Tell Him in prayer about your conversations. 
2. Learn from Him about the opinions you've encountered (daily Bible 

reading, Bible class participation, questions to the pastor, etc.). 
3. Learn from Him about your.. .what? 

a. Does your engagement with others and report to Jesus show that 
you're holding human opinions yourself? 

b. Learn from Him the truth of God (John 14:6). 
4. Prepare to meet your conversation partner again. 

a. A Christian worker is one who perpetually looks in the face of 
God and then goes forth to talk to people (Oswald Chambers, 
"My Utmost for His Highest," April 22). 

b. Text: "Shake the dust off your feet" is a sign of rejecting wrong 
spiritual opinions, not a condemnation of the person. 

c. Pray that the Spirit of Jesus bless your past witness—and 
hopefully your future opportunities with that person. 

V. Surprise! 
A. Evangelism turns out to be just as much about the Spirit growing your 

faith as about that person you've been dealing with. 
B. Bonhoeffer: "I'm.. .discovering.. .that it is only by living completely in this 

world that one learns to have faith. One must completely abandon any 
attempt to make something of oneself, whether it be a saint, or a converted 
sinner, or a churchman, a righteous man or an unrighteous one, a sick man 
or a healthy one. By this-worldliness I mean living unreservedly in life's 
duties, problems, successes and failures, experiences and perplexities. In 
so doing we throw ourselves completely into the arms of God, taking 
seriously not our own sufferings, but those of God in the world. That, I 
think, is faith; that is metanoia (repentance); and that is how one becomes 
a man and a Christian." 

VI. Conclusion. 
A. The result of incarnational engagement with others: Fresh air from the 

Spirit of Christ for your faith! 
B. May God in His mercy lead us through these times; but above all, may He 

lead us to Himself! (Letters and Papers from Prison, Collier, 369-370). 
Dale A. Meyer 
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Ninth Sunday after Pentecost 
Mark 6:30-34 

August 10,2003 

Preliminary considerations: As is his style, the evangelist Mark has been 
recording with haste the mission and ministry activities of our Lord, one after the 
other. Mark 6:1-6, the appointed Gospel lesson for Pentecost Seven, recounts Jesus' 
ministry in His hometown and the subsequent rejection there. In the text that 
follows (w. 7-13), the Gospel lesson for Pentecost Eight, our Lord delegates the 
apostles two-by-two to further His ministry. Suddenly Mark presents an excursus 
on the events leading to Herod's having John the Baptist beheaded (w. 14-29). 
Then comes our text, which reads like a fitting conclusion to that phase of the 
ministry of Jesus and of the apostles that ended at Mark 6:13. 

Textual considerations: Jesus had given the Twelve the title "apostles" when 
He selected them (Mark 3:14). At this stage in our Lord's earthly ministry, the word 
"apostle" perhaps signified the role of the disciples as missionaries moreso than 
their status. Jesus commissioned them as His emissaries, and as such, it was 
appropriate that they reported back to Him. Mission accomplished; the 
missionaries returned from their respective places of deployment in Galilee to 
their headquarters in Capernaum and gathered to report to their Master everything 
they had done and taught. Like those of their Master, their teaching and actions 
demonstrated the reign of God among His people. 

The missionaries were caught in the middle of an ever-flowing crowd that kept 
coming and going. The plural participles with the definite articles (oi ερχόμενοι 
και oi ύπάγοντες) signify two streams of people whose arrivals and departures left 
no opportunity for the apostles to take time off or have a meal. Exhausted, Jesus 
extended to them the invitation "Come apart by yourselves, away from the crowd, 
and rest awhile." They needed to retreat from their hectic schedule so that they 
could rejuvenate and press on with matters pertaining to the kingdom. The aorist 
middle imperative άναπαύσασθε gives the idea of momentary rest, a much-needed 
rest, though for a little while. Those who work hard must also rest appropriately. 
Proper rest is God-ordained and should not be denied those committed to the 
missionary task. For those who have been on the road for an extended period of 
time, rest, of necessity, will entail food as well. In the Middle-Eastern culture, 
eating together symbolized a close-knit solidarity and fellowship among those who 
shared the meal. 

Jesus and the missionaries were aboard a boat going toward a quiet place 
close to the lake to rest, probably near Capernaum. The people who saw them 
leaving were not prepared to let them go, since they had just witnessed in their 
ministry the kingdom of God in action. Many of them ran afoot (συνέδραμον) by 
land to intercept the boat and reached the destination slightly ahead of those who 
were in the boat. The aorist έσπλαγχνίσθη signifies the compassion of Jesus, who 
was moved by their desire to be with Him and listen to His teaching. They needed 
Jesus' presence, for they were like sheep without a shepherd. Hence His heart went 
out to them, and He began to teach them. The need to quench the crowd's hunger 
and thirst for spiritual food and drink took precedence over the rest and quiet 
Jesus and His disciples well deserved. Jesus responded accordingly: He nourished 
the crowd spiritually (He taught them), and did not let them go physically hungry 
(He fed them with the ñve loaves and two fish). His intent to retreat momentarily 
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did not deter Him and His missionaries from their mission and ministry to advance 
the kingdom. 

Homiletical considerations: In Series B, Psalm 23 is the appointed psalm for 
the day. The Old Testament lesson promises that God will punish the shepherds 
who do not care for His people and replace them with shepherds who will tend 
them. God, who is compassionate, will gather a remnant of His people and bring 
them back to their pasture. The sheep will no longer be missing, neither afraid nor 
terrified. The time for God's people in the desert wilderness will end, since the 
Good Shepherd will lead them to their final resting-place. 

In Ephesians 2, Paul vividly portrays God in Christ reconciling unto Himself 
estranged humanity and making it His dwelling. Christ has appeared as the hope 
of the hopeless world and the answer to the sigh of the people oppressed by sin and 
its consequence, death. The estranged have been brought near in Christ and built 
together as God's holy temple. 

Suggested outline: 
Retreat and Advance 

Introduction: Rest is very much a part of God's design for His creation. Those 
who work hard deserve to rest. In a busy world no one seems to have enough time to 
accomplish everything they are supposed to do. Pocket calendars and palm pilots 
beg for extended hours and longer days in our lives to accommodate more than we 
are able to do in one day. Knocks on the door, even when "do not disturb" and 
"privacy please" signs are hanging on the doorknobs, make us covet "time alone" 
and "getaway weekends." There is no such thing as perfect rest for those whose 
lives are dedicated to the service of others, no matter how solemn their vocations 
may be. Like emergency crews, drugstore workers, and gas-station personnel, 
Christians are on duty 24/7. Even when we claim our well-deserved rest, we remain 
servants of Him who made Sabbath for people and not the other way around (Mark 
2:27). 

I. Christian ministry is exhausting. 
A. It demands "our soul, our life, our all." 
B. Although shepherds need rest and retreat, they do not let the sheep stray. 

II. Rest is holy and God-designed (cf. Matt. 11:28). 
A. Retreat to a place of privacy, away from towns and villages. 
B. For time alone, prayer, reflection, and time with God. 
C. Rest in order to return to work. Our final rest is yet to come. 

III. Retreat only to advance the Gospel. 
A. In our world Sunday follows "Sabbath," so the work goes on. 
B. We live in the wilderness of life, excluded yet reconciled. 
C. Sheep without a shepherd surround the children of the kingdom. 
D. Compassion for the estranged and the lost impels readiness to serve (cf. 

Matt. 9:37-38). 
Victor Raj 
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Tenth Sunday after Pentecost 
John 6:1-15 

August 17,2003 

Introduction: Driver's tests, algebra tests, promotion tests, ACT tests, final 
tests, Emergency Broadcasting Tests—they all create butterflies and are terrible 
on our nerves! Indeed, the four words most dreaded by any student are "This is a 
test!" But a test is exactly what we are given in this Gospel lesson. John 6:6 states 
of Jesus: "τούτο δε ελεγεν πειράζων αυτόν"—and the context indicates that the 
entire crowd is given a sign test. But this test is not about traffic signs, mathematical 
signs, or zodiac signs. Rather, it is about the signs of Jesus, specifically the sign of 
bread. 

Liturgical context: Bread is for eating, and eating is highlighted in the Introit 
for the day—"How sweet are your promises to my taste, sweeter than honey to my 
mouth." The point of the test in our text, however, is expressed clearly in the Old 
Testament lesson. Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and the seventy elders "pass the 
test," for they eat and drink and see God (Ex. 24:11). On the other hand, the crowd 
in John 6 eats and eats and eats (!) but fails to see God at work in His Son, Jesus. 
They fail the sign test. 

Biblical context: Some features of John's version of this story that are not 
located in the Synoptic versions include the following: The crowds follow Jesus to 
this place because "they saw the signs he was doing" (v. 2). The place is a "mountain" 
(v. 3). John tells us the Passover was "near" (v. 4). The role of the boy with the five 
barley loaves and two fish is a Johannine detail missing in the Synoptic stories of 
this event. John is the only evangelist to mention that the loaves were barley 
loaves, the inexpensive bread of the poorer classes. Their significance here echoes 
the barley loaves in the account of Elisha's feeding a multitude (2 Kings 4:42-44). 
Strangely, we are also told that "there was a great deal of grass in the place," a 
puzzling addition. Jesus' actions with the bread and fish are different as well. He 
first gives thanks, and then He Himself distributes the food to the crowds (v. 11). In 
the Synoptic versions, the disciples distribute the bread and fish (Matt. 14:19; 
Mark 6:41; Luke 9:16). When the crowd has been fed, Jesus commands the disciples, 
"Gather up the fragments left over, so that nothing may be lost" (v. 12). Unlike the 
Synoptists, John does not mention the number of the crowd that has been fed but 
describes their reaction, saying that they "saw the sign that he had done," called 
Him "the prophet who is to come into the world," and tried to "take him by force to 
make him king," an action requiring Jesus to flee (w. 14-15). 

Comments on the text: Verse 2: Note the use of the imperfect verbs—the 
multitude "kept following" (ήκολούθει) Jesus because they "continually saw" 
(έθεώρουν) the signs that He "habitually did" (έποίει). Key here is the use of τά 
σημεία—indeed, the word brackets the pericope (cf. v. 14), and hence is a major 
homiletical clue to preaching the text. The synoptists generally use the word δύναμις 
(deed of power, mighty work) when they refer to miracles, but John never uses this 
term. Rather, he has two words: σημείον (sign) and τά έργα (works). The word 
σημείον is connected with σημαίνω (to signify, indicate, make known). In other 
words, a σημείον is not an end in itself, but it points people beyond itself. Nicodemus 
understands this, for he says, "No one could perform the miraculous signs (τά 
σημεία) you are doing if God were not with him" (3:2). The signs have their origin in 
God, and they point to God. The entire Gospel is structured, to a large degree, 
around these signs (20:30-31). 
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Verse 4: Although this is the second of three Passovers mentioned by John (cf. 
2:12, 23; ll:55ff.), his reason for including this aside is not as much chronological 
as it is theological. The meaning of this feeding hinges on the Passover, and in this 
Gospel the reader is prepared already in the first chapter to recognize Jesus as the 
Passover Lamb of God (1:29,36). Passover and exodus typology run deep throughout 
John 6. 

Verse 7: A denarius was a laborer's daily wage, so two hundred denarii would 
have been about eight months income. 

Verse 11: Is this a teaching about the Eucharist or not? The Passover setting 
(v. 4), Jesus' thanksgiving, His distribution of the food, and the gathering of the 
leftovers may suggest this. The context furthers the possibility. In 6:51-58 we find 
the most explicitly Eucharistie language in the Gospel. Since the discourse in 
verses 26-71 is an interpretation of the feeding story, then verses 51-58 augment 
the strong possibility of a Eucharist meaning in our text. Moreover, since John's 
Gospel often functions on two different levels—one earthly and one heavenly —this 
feeding of Jesus may have a Eucharistie application. 

Verse 13: The reference to the twelve baskets of leftovers is characteristic of 
John's pattern of mentioning physical details when describing our Lord's signs. For 
example, he notes the six water pots filled (2:6-7), a water jug left behind (4:28), 
and a mat carried by one who had not been able to walk (5:8-12). This, in part, 
highlights his summary statement in 20:30-31, namely, that he was an eyewitness 
of the signs. Additionally, the twelve baskets indicate that Jesus has enough to 
supply the needs of the twelve tribes of Israel. The total number of people may well 
have exceeded twenty thousand or more. 

Verse 14: He is not just a prophet, but the prophet, just like Moses (Deut. 
18:15-18). The connection between the crowd's response and traditions about Moses 
is made explicit later in the chapter (6:32). A Jewish text roughly contemporary 
with this Gospel indicates that at the time of the Messiah's coming, "the treasury 
of manna will come down again from on high, and they will eat of it in those years 
because these are they who will have arrived at the consummation of time." 

Verse 15: Jesus will not be enthroned here but rather in His crucifixion. He is 
a king (so Nathanael's confession in 1:49 and the crowd's in 12:13), but not an 
earthly king. This will become much clearer in 18:36-37. Jesus will go to Jerusalem 
not to wield the spear, but to receive it in His side (19:34). Hence, the crowd's 
attention was focused on food (v. 26) and victory (v. 15)—not on the divine self-
disclosure mediated through the incarnate Son; not on the Son as the bread of life, 
crucified for the world. The crowd failed the test! 

Homiletical development of the sermon: "This is a test of the Emergency 
Broadcasting System. The broadcasters of your area in voluntary cooperation with 
federal, state, and local authorities have developed this system to keep you informed 
in the event of an emergency. If this had been an actual emergency, the attention 
signal you just heard would have been followed by official information, news, or 
instructions. This station serves the area. This concludes this test of the 
Emergency Broadcasting System." 

In John 6:6 Jesus tests Philip, and by extension the crowd is also given a 
test—and by extension so are we! The test is about the signs of Jesus, specifically 
how we understand His sign of bread. Does it point us to earthly or to heavenly 
realities? 

The word "sign" occurs seventeen times in John. One definition is "a wondrous 
act that reveals Jesus' identity." There is an instructive passage at the end of the 
account of the raising of Lazarus. The chief priests and the Pharisees did not deny 
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that a miracle had taken place; indeed, they said, "This man does many signs" 
(11:47). But the signs did not lead them to faith. Rather, the signs led them to plot 
the death of both Jesus and Lazarus (11:53; 12:10-11)—so far were they from 
understanding the meaning of the signs. On the other hand, some people followed 
Jesus on account of the signs (e.g., 12:18). 

As we identify with the crowd in John 6, so we often fail the sign test. Worship 
is just worship; the Bible is just a book—and bread is just bread, not as Jesus later 
says, "I am the living bread.. .This bread is my flesh, which I will give for the life of 
the world" (6:51). When all is said and done, we don't see the true mission of Jesus, 
and, just like the crowd, we create an earthly, crossless king. Be it true/false, 
multiple-choice, or essay—over and over and over again we fail to see the radical 
nature of the King and His kingdom—and thus we fail the test! 

But in His mercy Jesus provides sign after sign—indeed there are seven in the 
Gospel! They are as follows: changing water into wine (2:11), healing the nobleman's 
son (4:54), healing the man at the Pool of Bethesda (5:1-15), feeding the 5,000 (6:1-
15), walking on the water (6:16-24), opening the eyes of the blind man (chap. 9), and 
raising Lazarus (11:38-44). The eighth and climactic sign is Jesus' own death 
(12:33; 18:32; 21:19—all three verses state σημαίνων ποίω θανάτω). See the gifts 
of salvation coming from this ultimate sign, the Passover Lamb's death on the 
cross! The sacramental sign is given at the Table for us to eat and drink and thus 
see God (cf. today's Old Testament lesson). This and all the Johannine signs enable 
us to see beyond the feeding of stomachs to the feeding of souls (6:35). 

Years ago Time Magazine reported on a nervous motorist in New Jersey. This 
man, on being stopped by the police, explained that he had been driving on 224 
consecutive learner's permits over the previous twenty-five years. He had flunked 
his first driver's test and had been unsure of himself ever since! The good news is 
that as we fail test after test, Jesus provides sign after sign! "Jesus did many other 
miraculous signs (άλλα σημεία) in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded 
in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name" (20:30-31). 

Reed Lessing 

The Festival of Saint Bartholomew 
John 1:43-51 

August 24,2003 

Context: Jesus has begun to gather His disciples. John the Baptist's advertising 
of this "Lamb of God" has attracted the curious (1:15-37). Simon and Andrew have 
come to Jesus, and Simon has already begun to experience what it means when 
Jesus takes over a person's life. Jesus changed his name, gave him a new identity— 
even without Simon's asking (1:37-42). That is what one has to expect when one 
encounters Jesus. 

Textual notes: 1. The simplicity of the story in the text is most impressive. The 
dramatic details are spare. Jesus simply says, "Follow me." He does not try to 
persuade or make an attractive offer. He commands. His Word creates a new reality. 
After all, He is the Word who in the beginning made all things. Making new, re
creating, is just in His blood. 

2. Nathanael's first reaction to Jesus is the typical reaction of the sinner who 
wants to remain in charge of life. His prejudiced reaction—nothing good in 
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Nazareth—was a defensive reaction against the claims that could come from the 
One who really was the One of whom Moses and the prophets had written. Nathanael 
thought he knew better: no good from Nazareth, and with this judgment he protected 
himself from Jesus' call and command to follow, from Jesus' dethroning Nathanael 
as lord of his own life. 

3. Then Jesus turned Nathanael's judgment and life around. It is not clear why 
Jesus' seeing him under the fig tree so impressed Nathanael; nevertheless, he was 
impressed. He decided that Jesus must be the very best that he knew God had to 
offer. He must be the Messiah, Israel's King, and that special Son of God that 
David had been. Nathanael was still trying to be in charge, identifying Jesus and 
placing this Messiah in his own box. The Lord exploded Nathanael's noblest 
conception, that this man was the chosen Deliverer from David's line. 

4. Jesus told Nathanael that that was not the half of it. Without being wrong, 
he was not right. For Jesus is even more than the Messiah. He is the Son of Man. 
With this reference to the tradition that goes back to Daniel 7:13-14, Jesus identified 
Himself with that figure in human form who has the characteristics that God alone 
can claim: "He was given dominion and glory and rule, that all peoples, nations, 
and languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, his 
kingdom one that will not be destroyed." God was coming in human form, Daniel 
prophesied, and Jesus claimed to be this one like a Son of Man, who had been 
described in intertestamental tradition as having angels ascend from Him and 
descend upon Him. For that reason Caiphas found Him guilty of blasphemy (Matt. 
26:63-65; cf. Acts 7:56). This image of the angels ascending and descending was 
combined with the title "Son of Man" against the background of Genesis 28:12, 
where angels create a picture and place of God's promise and presence. There God 
spoke to Jacob from heaven; now God speaks in these days through His Son. 

5. The stark simplicity of John's telling becomes evident here at the conclusion 
of the story too. Jesus claims to be God in human flesh, and John follows up with 
"On the third day there was a wedding." No pious comment, no fond sentiment can 
add to the simple claim of Jesus to be our God. We cannot add or subtract anything 
to/from His Word as it cuts into the heart of our lives, stabbing our Old Adam to 
death, snipping off the wild growth of unpruned desires, liberating us from the 
chains of our false conceptions of God and human life, and telling us who is in 
charge and who we are. Like Simon, we are given a new identity, a new life, and a 
new way of life; and all that we can do is go to a wedding and live as the new 
creatures He has made us to be. 

Suggested outline: 

A New Identity 

Introduction: Nathanael was minding his own business when Philip interrupted 
his life with word about Jesus. 

I. Like us, Nathanael wanted to be in control. First, his prejudices simply 
dismissed Jesus: no good from Nazareth. We categorize in this way, too, to try 
to stay in charge of life. 

II. Jesus impressed Nathanael, but Nathanael still wanted to be in control. He 
recognized Jesus as Messiah. Jesus had to tell him that this man from Nazareth 
was more than an earthly deliverer. He was God. 

III. Jesus is the Son of Man, of whom Daniel prophesied. He is God in human flesh, 
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who brings the presence and promise of God to us. 
IV. Once He has taken control of our lives and given us a new identity in Himself, 

Jesus sends us to serve Him in the context of weddings and other events and 
situations of everyday life. 

Robert Kolb 

Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost 
John 6:41-51 

August 31,2003 

Notes on the text: 1. This passage is an excerpt from Christ's "Bread of Life" 
discourse. This exchange occurred after Jesus fed the 5,000 (w. 1-13) and after the 
people failed to discern the sign that He had given in this miracle (w. 14-15, 26). 
Jesus urges these people to work for the food that endures to eternal life (v. 27). The 
people ask for a sign that they might see and so believe in Him. They remind Jesus 
that their fathers received a sign in the manna they ate in the wilderness (w. 30-
31). In His reply Jesus retains the image of bread and tells them that God gives the 
true bread from heaven that gives life for the world (w. 32-33). That bread is He 
Himself: He is the bread of life (v. 35). Everyone who looks to the Son and believes 
in Him will have eternal life (v. 40). 

2. Today's text begins at this point in the story. Jesus' claim to be the bread 
that came down from heaven causes the Jews to begin to murmur (egogguzon; v. 41). 
The subjects have changed, or at least have become more specific. Jesus had been 
talking with "the crowd" (ochlos; e.g., v. 22), but now it is "the Jews" whom the 
Gospel identifies as grumbling. John's Gospel sometimes refers to Jesus' opponents 
as "the Jews" (e.g., 5:16) but not always (e.g., 8:31). These Jews see plainly that 
Jesus, the son of Joseph, is identifying Himself as the Son of God, and it confuses 
and offends them. 

This claim is the principal identification made of Jesus in this Gospel (e.g., the 
Prologue, the miracles, the "I Am" sayings, and the evangelist's summary statement 
in 20:30-31: "These [things] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name"). This 
claim is also the primary reason that Jesus was rejected, opposed, and killed (e.g., 
5:17-18; 8:58-59; 11:45-57; and especially 19:7, where the Jews tell Pilate that 
Jesus must die because "he made himself the Son of God"). 

3. Jesus responds by rebuking His hearers (v. 43: "Don't murmur..."). His 
claim to be the bread of life conflicts with experience and reason. But this is a 
matter of divine initiative and revelation, not of human effort and reason, and so is 
belief in this claim and in the one it is about: "No one is able to come to me except 
the Father who sent me draws him, and I will raise him on the last day. It is written 
in the prophets, 'And they will all be taught by God' " (w. 44-45). Therefore, the 
hearers' complaints have no foundation. Moreover, Jesus tells them that He is the 
one God has sent to make Himself known (w. 45-46). Everyone who is truly godly 
listens to Jesus; everyone who puts his trust in Jesus will be raised on the Last 
Day and have eternal life. In this way, He is the bread of life. So Jesus promises 
that anyone who eats of this bread, that is, anyone who believes in Him, will have 
eternal life (w. 47-48). 

4. Just as He did earlier, Jesus draws a contrast between kinds of food (w. 49-
51). Here Jesus contrasts the manna given in the wilderness to Himself as bread 
of life. The forefathers ate manna and died, but those who eat the bread from 
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heaven will live forever. This distinction should not be understood as one between 
the material and the immaterial. Speaking about Jesus as "spiritual food" may 
leave this impression. The "bread of life" is none other than Jesus, the Word made 
flesh. At the same time, however, earlier verses (especially w. 26-29 and 35-40) 
indicate that the "eating" to which Jesus refers in this situation should be 
understood as faith in Christ. 

Notes for preaching: 1. "Is not my word like fire," declares Yahweh, "and like a 
hammer that breaks a rock to pieces" (Jer. 23:29)? The words of Jesus in the bread 
of life discourse are certainly like fire or a hammer: they challenge and offend His 
hearers. Accordingly, it would be appropriate to seek to kill the hearers of the 
sermon and then to speak directly to them the saving Word of God. But I expect 
that Christ's divinity is taken for granted in the circles in which most readers of 
this journal operate and so would not be the stumbling block that it was for Jesus' 
hearers. Furthermore, the decisive moment occurs later in this episode (w. 60-69), 
and it would be more fitting to wait until that pericope comes up. The situation is 
not ideal, but neither is it unworkable. 

What, then, might preachers seek to do? I would suggest that they take their 
lead from this excerpt. Here Jesus explains Himself and His mission. In a similar 
way, a sermon based on this excerpt might seek, first, to explain what Jesus teaches 

0 about Himself and His mission and then to assure hearers of the truth of Jesus' 
words about Himself and the salvation He brings. 

2. Since the text is an excerpt, it will be necessary to set out its context. How 
much discussion of this context is needed will depend in part on previous sermons. 
In any case, it will be important for this text to speak about Jesus' claims to be the 
bread of life from heaven. In particular, the sermon should draw attention to the 
basic issue in this discourse, which is life. Jesus had come not merely to provide for 
this life by satisfying temporal needs (e.g., the food that spoils) but especially to 
provide for eternal life by giving "the true bread from heaven." And the sermon 
should draw attention to the problem that this claim raises for Jesus' hearers. 

Of course, death continues to reign in our time and remains as threatening as 
ever. Efforts to prolong life and to minimize or isolate ourselves from death and its 
causes are as prominent as ever. Therefore, even we who say that Jesus is the 
bread of life may find ourselves "working for the food that spoils" (v. 27). 

3. Next, the sermon would observe that Jesus explicitly denies any attempt to 
make God and His ways conform to human reason. When the people complain 
about Jesus' words, He tells them to stop. He also quotes Isaiah 54:13—"They will 
all be taught by God." Urge the people to be taught by God, and stress the promises 
that Jesus Himself makes: "Everyone who listens to the Father and learns from 
him comes to me" and "He who believes has everlasting life" (w. 45,47). 

4. Following this line of thought, the sermon might seek to assure hearers 
further of the certainty of Christ's promises. This could be done by showing that 
Jesus' claim to be the Son of God is, on the one hand, basic to John's witness to 
Jesus Christ and, on the other hand, the reason (in John's Gospel) that Jesus was 
rejected and ultimately killed. Then it should be declared that the resurrection 
vindicated Jesus' claims about Himself and about salvation through Him. In the 
language of John's Gospel, the resurrection shows that Jesus "is the Christ, the 
Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name" (20:31). In terms 
of this pericope, the resurrection vindicates Jesus' claim to be the bread of life and 
the living bread that comes down from heaven. 

Joel Okamoto 
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Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
John 6:52-58 

September 7,2003 

Notes on the text: 1. For the context, see the "Notes on the text" in the study for 
the Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost. 

2. At this point Jesus provokes a fresh concern among the people. We might 
say that their concern shifts from the person of Jesus to His flesh. When Jesus first 
declares Himself the bread of life that came down from heaven, the people wonder: 
"Isn't this Jesus, the son of Joseph, someone we know? How can he say: Ί came 
down from heaven' " (v. 42)? When He responds to their grumbling, Jesus claims to 
be the "living bread that came down from heaven" and asserts that whoever eats 
this bread will live forever and that this bread is His own flesh (w. 50-51). The 
people now seize on and argue about the call to "eat his flesh" (v. 52). 

3. Jesus responds to their complaints by affirming ("Truly, truly, I say to you") 
that "except you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have 
life within you" (v. 53). Christ calls His flesh "true food" and His blood "true drink" 
(v. 55). Eating this food and drinking this drink will give the hearers eternal life, 
assure them of the resurrection from the dead, and unite them with Christ (w. 54-1 

56). Jesus further explains that this union with Him is like the life He has with 
God the Father. Just as Jesus was sent by the Father and has His very life through 
the Father, so also everyone who feeds on Jesus will have the same life. 

4. What constitutes "eating" and "drinking" in this context? This question is 
closely connected to (and therefore should be answered with) the question of whether 
Christ's words about eating His flesh and drinking His blood constitute a reference 
to the Lord's Supper. Of course, different judgments have been made concerning 
these matters, but my view may be put this way: Christ's words do not constitute 
a direct or aprimary reference to the Lord's Supper. On the one hand, it is consistent 
with the earlier parts of the discourse to understand eating Christ's flesh and 
drinking His blood as metaphors for believing in Him. As Luther said: "To eat is 
synonymous here with to believe" (LW 23.135). On the other hand, we should observe 
that Christ does not institute the Sacrament in this passage as He does on the 
night of His betrayal. He also does not speak about the bread and wine in, with, 
and under which His body and blood are given to eat and drink in the Sacrament. 

Indirectly, however, Christ does speak about eating His flesh and drinking His 
blood. Earlier He had referred to Himself as the bread of life ("I am the bread of 
life") that is given to eat. Now, however, He expands on this and speaks of eating His 
flesh and drinking His blood—speech that, to the readers of the Gospel, obviously 
suggests the Sacrament. That readers should heed the suggestion is indicated by 
the parallel between this passage and John 3 on Baptism, especially in 3:5: "Truly, 
truly, I say to you, except a man is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter into 
the kingdom of God." 

Notes for preaching: 1.1 would suggest once again that the sermon take its lead 
from this excerpt (for a reason, see the "Notes for preaching" in the study for the 
Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost). Here Jesus explains about eating His flesh and 
drinking His blood. In a similar way, a sermon based on this excerpt might first 
seek to explain what Jesus teaches about Himself, and then to assure hearers of 
the truth of Jesus' words about Himself and the salvation He brings. 

2. The preacher might begin by observing that the confusion continues. In the 
previous pericope we find the Jews confused and offended by Jesus' describing 
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Himself as the bread from heaven, because this implied that He was claiming to 
be the Son of God. But Jesus reiterates His claim and calls on His hearers to eat 
this bread, that is, appropriate or receive it. But this call, as the opening of this 
pericope details, further confuses and offends His audience. They ask and argue 
among themselves: "How can this man give us his flesh to eat?" 

3. Next, the sermon could work through Jesus' response as an explanation of 
"giving us his flesh to eat" (see #3 in "Notes on the text"). 

4. Finally, the sermon could present Christ's flesh and blood for people today to 
eat and to drink for eternal life. As readers and hearers of John's Gospel, we are in 
a very different position from that of the people portrayed by the Gospel. Jesus, the 
bread of life, was right in front of the people. He was there as the bread that came 
down from heaven to be believed upon. But Jesus has now ascended into heaven 
and is no longer present in the same way. Nevertheless, He still makes Himself 
present for us as true food and drink: in His body and blood in the Sacrament of the 
Altar. We truly have Christ's flesh to eat and Christ's blood to drink. Therefore, for 
us, eating Christ's flesh and drinking Christ's blood no longer comprise only an 
image for being given Christ as our Savior and for our reception of Him by faith. 
Now it is also a means of grace, i.e., in which Christ, the bread of life, is given to and 
received by us who are perishing that we may live forever. 

Joel Okamoto 

Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
John 6:60-69 

September 14,2003 

Notes on the text: 1. With this pericope the "Bread of Life" discourse comes to 
its climax. 

Once again, Jesus' words offend. Earlier the Jews had grumbled when Jesus 
told them that He was bread that came down from heaven (w. 41-42). Then they 
argued about Jesus' giving His flesh to eat (v. 52). Now even many of Jesus' own 
disciples (cf. w. 16-24) are offended when He insists that eternal life depends upon 
eating His flesh and drinking His blood. "This is a hard teaching," they say. It 
wasn't hard to understand, but it was hard to accept: "Who can accept it?" (v. 60). 
Obviously, they could not. 

In John's Gospel, "disciples" may refer to followers other than the Twelve, as it 
clearly does here. Joseph of Arimathea is identified as a disciple (19:38), and 
Jesus refers to the Jews in Jerusalem who have believed Him as disciples (8:31). 

2. Jesus does not try to soften this "hard teaching." As Luther said, "And if 
flesh and blood is offended here and murmurs, by all means let it murmur" (LW 
33.180). Instead, Jesus challenges the disciples further: "Does this saying offend 
you? What if you were to see the Son of Man go up to where he was before" (w. 61-
62)? Earlier Jesus had "offended" by claiming to have come down from heaven. 
Now He compounds the "offense" by indicating that He will return to the heavens. 

3. Then Jesus answers their question. Who can accept His teaching? No one, on 
their own. On the one hand, Jesus affirms that His words bring the Spirit and bring 
life: "The Spirit gives life; the flesh avails for nothing. The words I have spoken to 
you are Spirit and they are life" (v. 63). On the other hand, without God's will and 
work no one will believe these words and so receive life. As Jesus teaches, life is the 
gift of the Spirit of God, but "the flesh," that is, the sinful human nature, "counts for 
nothing" in salvation. Therefore, unless God desires faith for the hearer, there will 
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be unbelief, even in the presence of the truth and with the promise of eternal life. 
And so, Jesus explains, "Because of this I have told you that no one can come to me 
except it is given him by the Father" (v. 65; cf. v. 44: "No one is able to come to me 
except the Father who sent me draws him"). 

4. These words of Jesus might be called "the last straw." "From this time [or 
"For this reason"—ek toutou] many of his disciples went back and no longer walked 
with him" (v. 66). Jesus' words are Spirit and life; nevertheless, they offend and 
many of His followers no longer follow. Jesus has incited not only His opponents 
("the Jews") but even many of His own disciples. 

5. When Jesus sees this, He makes no attempt to keep them with Him. Instead, 
He turns to those who remain, the Twelve, and asks them: "You don't also want to 
leave, do you?" (v. 67). Speaking for the Twelve, Peter acknowledges the truth of 
Jesus' words and confesses faith in Him: "Lord, to whom shall we go? You have 
words of eternal life, and we have believed and have seen that you are the Holy One 
of God" (w. 68-69). 

Notes for preaching: 1. The disciples were right: Jesus' teaching was hard. And 
Jesus' response to their complaint was just as hard. The teaching and the response 
were truly like a fire and a hammer (Jer. 23:29): they offended the hearers. But as 
hard as they were, His words were Spirit and life. This text lends itself to the doing 
of the two chief works of God in human creatures: terrifying, and then justifying the 
terrified, or making them alive (Ap XII.53). It would be appropriate for a sermon on 
this text to proclaim Jesus and His words about salvation in a way that challenges 
today's hearers and then to speak "the words of eternal life," that is, the promise of 
Christ that they are His people, the objects of God's choosing, the recipients of His 
grace. 

2. After an introduction, the sermon might begin by clarifying the question of 
the disciples: "This is a hard teaching. Who can accept it?" It wasn't hard to 
understand Jesus' teaching. To be sure, the disciples may not have understood it 
fully, but they understood it well enough. It was a hard teaching to accept. Jesus' 
response is "a hard teaching" in the same way. It wasn't hard to understand. The 
disciples may not have understood it fully, but they understood it well enough. It 
was hard to accept. 

3. Then the sermon could move on to what is easy enough to explain but hard 
to accept. Jesus is not hard to understand when He says: "The Spirit gives life; the 
flesh counts for nothing." Life and salvation come from the Holy Spirit alone; we 
can and will do nothing that brings eternal life. Again, Jesus is not hard to 
understand when He says: "The words I have spoken to you are Spirit and they are 
life." Jesus' message is a Spirit-filled and life-giving Word. Apart from His Word 
there is no salvation, and apart from believing Him and in Him there is no salvation. 
Yet again, Jesus is not hard to understand when He says: "No one can come to me 
except it is given him by the Father." Unless God wills one's salvation, Christ's 
Word will not be believed and the Spirit will not give life. 

4. The sermon might next show how this teaching is brought out elsewhere in 
the Scriptures and confessed and taught by the church. For instance, Jesus' earlier 
words in verse 44 ("No one is able to come to me except the Father who sent me 
draws him.") are an obvious reference, as are Jesus' words: "You did not choose me, 
but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit" (15:16), and the Prologue 
about becoming children of God, born of God (1:12-13). We confess and teach this in 
the Small Catechism: "I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe 
in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him. But the Holy Spirit has called me by the 
Gospel...." 
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5. The point of the last suggestion is to deny the possibility of explaining away 
the scandal of Jesus' words in the text. One might say that we have no words about 
God and His salvation through Christ and the Spirit that can remove or relativize 
the force of the teaching that salvation is by grace alone. 

6. The issue, then, is clear. There is no question that salvation is by grace 
alone. That is a hard teaching, but it is true. In view of this, the question is whether 
God will save us. Will God save us? Will Christ, His Son, raise us on the last day? 
Will God give us life? The sermon should turn at this point to the word of salvation, 
either by reminding hearers that they have the word of eternal life already in 
Baptism or by promising them life and salvation in the name of Jesus Christ, the 
bread of life. Because of this word, we can say with Peter: "Lord, to whom shall we 
go? You have words of eternal life, and we have believed and have seen that you are 
the Holy One of God." 

This explanation by Luther may be also helpful: 

Since God has taken my salvation out of my hands into his, making it 
depend on his choice and not mine, and has promised to save me, not by 
my own work or exertion but by his grace and mercy, I am assured and 
certain both that he is faithful and will not lie to me, and also that he is 
too great and powerful for any demons or adversities to be able to break 
him or to snatch me from him. "No one," he says, "shall snatch them out 
of my hand, because my Father who has given them to me is greater than 
all" [John 10:28f.] (LW 33.289). 

Joel Okamoto 

The Festival of Saint Matthew 
Matthew 9:9-13 

September 21,2003 

Context: After the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew gives the reader glimpses of 
Jesus doing what He came to do, thus introducing Him to the reader as a person 
who heals (8:1-17), casts out demons (8:32), calms winds and fears (8:27), and 
forgives sins (9:2). In all this He demonstrates that He is someone with authority, 
authority only God has, the authority to forgive sins (9:6, 8). 

Textual notes: 1. This is not the story of the calling of Matthew but the calling 
of Jesus, a subjective rather than objective genitive. Jesus is the focus; His actions 
are the subject of the narrative. He is the one with authority to call, and to call 
unconditionally (cf. 8:18-22). 

2. "When Jesus calls, He calls us to come and die" (Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The 
Cost ofDiscipleship, chap. 4). Bonhoeffer explains that "the call to discipleship, the 
baptism in the name of Jesus Christ, means both death and life." Jesus summoned 
Matthew into the death of his old way of life and into a resurrected fullness of life 
in his Messiah. 

3. This call from Jesus brought Matthew's life into disorder and disarray. He 
had a good job, probably a nice place to live, and good connections (even if not with 
the Jewish leaders). Jesus threw it all away for him. Matthew was getting along 
okay, and Jesus ripped him out of his old dependencies, out of his routine, out of his 
carefully crafted normalcy. Jesus destroyed Matthew's old basis for identity, security, 
and meaning in life. Matthew died to the essential elements of his life as tax 
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collector in this moment described in the text. Life was never the same again for 
Matthew. 

4. That is why Jesus came into human flesh. He did not come because we were 
already righteous, living the kinds of lives God made us to live. He came because 
we had fallen into sin, because the best of our sacrifices could not have pleased God 
anyway. He came because His very essence is mercy, because His very nature is 
reflected in His creating what pleases Him out of the nothingness and chaos of our 
sinful lives. 

5. Bonhoeffer's connection of Baptism and discipleship reminds us that Jesus 
has already called us, has already claimed us as His own and made us heirs and 
sharers in His death and resurrection so that we might live His kind of life (Rom. 
6:3-23). As the Creator who wants to make all things new, He has made us His new 
creatures. He has drawn us away from our old way of life and given us a Baptismal 
identity that follows Him and walks in His footsteps. He who has authority because 
He is the author of life sends us now to make disciples through Baptism and 
teaching (Matt. 28:18-20). 

6. Jesus calls new life into being, a new life in which God uses us to repeat the 
call Jesus gave to Matthew in the lives of others. We come to offer our acquaintances 
liberation from the captivities of their old dependencies and sins. We come to 
speak the re-creative Word of new life, the Gospel of Jesus Christ that not only 
describes what He does for us but actually conveys and bestows His death and 
resurrection upon us. When this Word works through our lives and our mouths, we, 
too, go to sit and eat with others, that is, with patience and kindness we help these 
newly-called disciples find their way into the family of faith and Christ's way of 
life. 

Suggested outline: 

Jesus' Call to Discipleship 

Introduction: No one wants to be invited to die. But the call of Jesus means 
abandoning and renouncing our sinful way of life apart from Him. That is what 
happened to Matthew. 

I. Who is this person who bursts into other people's lives uninvited, undesired? 
A. He is One with the authority to heal, calm storms, forgive sins: He acts as 

if He is God. He is God. 
B. He is One whose Word interrupts and disrupts our lives. He comes to kill 

us as those who are in revolt against Him. 
C. He is One whose essence is mercy, whose way of living and being is re

creation, bringing life out of death, righteous disciples out of sinful rebels. 
II. Why has He called us? 

A. So that He can have us as His Father's children in His family and enjoy us 
at His table. 

B. So that He can send us with His call to discipleship, with His gift of death 
to sin and new life in His death and resurrection, into the lives of others. 

Robert Kolb 
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Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Mark 7:31-37 

September 28,2003 

Jesus has left Galilee and is on a route circling through non-Jewish and mixed 
areas. Though His focus was first on the "lost sheep of the house of Israel," word 
about Him and His ministry spread beyond—and He worked beyond those narrower 
limits, as is seen in the exchange with the Syrophoenician woman in the preceding 
verses. Some in Galilee apparently had ideas of making Jesus a king, a political 
Messiah, and that kind of talk would get the attention of Herod Antipas, who was 
not one to tolerate critics or opposition. Jesus eventually would be opposed by more 
than Herod, but He also has more to do and more to teach before things culminate 
in Jerusalem. So Jesus and the disciples head first to Tyre and Sidon and then loop 
clockwise, coming in these verses into the edge of the Decapolis region southeast of 
the Sea of Galiliee. 

Since the "lost sheep" were the first concern, Jesus may be focusing more on 
teaching His disciples about Himself and His mission. After all, they are the ones 
who will be carrying forth the message after all is over. But word spreads, and 
people from these mixed and Gentile regions also come seeking help. The miracle 
that occurs is not an interruption or distraction but both a specific act of mercy and 
a larger lesson to those who saw it. The miracle is a sign both of who this Jesus is 
and of a new reality He creates and that exists through faith in Him and what He 
does. For the crowd then and the readers/hearers now, the miracle is no allegory but 
the deaf and dumb man is a kind of prototype, a reminder of our inability to help 
ourselves, isolated and cut off, and a reminder of the incompleteness of life apart 
from Jesus Christ. 

What must have gone through the mind of the man as he was brought before 
Jesus? And through the mind of the crowd? Did people sincerely want help for this 
man, or was this a chance to see something incredible? Regardless, Jesus took the 
man aside, apart from the hoopla, so He could focus on the man and the man on 
Him. The gestures and body language communicate as the miracle unfolds—fingers 
in ears and touching the tongue to indicate what will happen. Many in cultures of 
that time attributed healing properties to saliva. Pliny, Tacitus, and Suetonius, for 
example, write of this. But Jesus leaves no doubt whence healing comes. Mark 
makes a point of including "ephphatha? which he then translates. Some 
commentators suggest that though deaf, the man could see that word on Jesus' 
lips. That command of Jesus, coupled with His eyes turned upward, connect His 
power and authority with heaven's. The actions are all highly symbolic. It is easy to 
imagine that they raised the man's hopes and even sparked faith of sorts. 

Sometimes Jesus prompts faith before a miracle, and sometimes the miracle 
comes first. In this case? The answer isn't important. Did the man hear that word 
"be opened," or did he not hear until after that? The answer isn't important. What 
is important is the demonstration of Jesus' authority, the lesson about His person, 
the power of His word. Ephphatha is not a wish but an effective proclamation. The 
word does what it describes. And how much of all this the crowd overheard or saw 
from its vantage point also isn't important. But they got the point: "He has done all 
things well." Jesus charged them to keep this to themselves. There are enough 
misconceptions about the purpose of His ministry. Things will unfold soon enough, 
and then people can (and should) noise this around as much as they want. But 
clearly they cannot help themselves—"He has done all things well." He can do 
whatever He wants; and He does it flawlessly, perfectly. It's an Isaiah 35 connection. 
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Keeping this quiet is part of the so-called Markan Secret. Why keep quiet? 
Timing is a factor. There is more to happen on the way to Jerusalem. This isn't the 
end yet. But beyond that, there is the matter of knowing something but not 
everything. Jumping the gun will only contribute to the already skewed notions of 
what the Messiah is to be. Though the people's praise at the moment is well 
grounded and directed, who knows how the perceptions of the crowd may have 
changed in the weeks that followed? But, of course, that was then and this is now— 
time to make sure this is a secret no longer to people who need to hear. 

We see power and authority exercised every day—economic power, political 
authority, social and family structures at work. But this act of Jesus is power and 
authority on a level unlike any other. It is seen in the miracle and seen in the new 
orientation and direction that comes as well. We expect some sort of Christological 
emphasis with a miracle, but don't forget the soteriological as well—and the faith 
expressed in doxology. Luther said this story belongs in the pulpit, that is, it must 
be preached and be received and held by the congregation. Why? Because we see 
that amid all sorts of uncertainty and problems that beset us, we aren't to demand 
that things go our way and that God fill our wants. On an episode of the Simpsons, 
when Homer "got religion" and then expected to cash in on his new connection, 
Marge chided him: "God isn't just some global concierge, you know, there to do 
whatever you want." "Can and will," Homer shot back. With such expectations he 
would have fit with many in Mark's day. But rather than demand, the point instead 
is to focus simply on Jesus and wait for Him to give what He knows is best. In the 
case of this one man, that meant physical healing; and Jesus would heal many, 
though "many" is not "all." 

But that miracle is not all Jesus would do. This is yet another step on the way 
to Jerusalem; and to all who focus on Him and wait for Him to give what He knows 
is best, He gives forgiveness, life, and salvation. The one-on-one attention given 
this man is the same attention given each sinner. No "to whom it may concern," but 
rather "for me." This is not my miracle in the same way that it touched this man. 
But the miracle certainly points to my Savior, who still does all things well. 

Suggested outline: 

He Has Done AU Things Well 

I. The miracle in Mark. 
A. Jesus' likely intention (separation; teaching) and His compassion 

(interrupting to help). 
B. Amid all kinds of confusion and distraction, the action and love ring through. 
C. The only response there can be: He has done all things well. 

II. Looking back at the miracle in Mark, and looking now at Jesus. 
A. The vantage point ought to be better, but mistaken expectations still 

abound. 
Β. Amid confusion and distraction, focus and wait; Jesus gives what is needed. 

1. Not necessarily a miracle, as in Mark. 
2. Always the miracle of salvation centered in Him. 

C. The only response: He still does all things well. 
Robert Rosin 
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Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Mark 8:27-35 

October 5,2003 

Jesus has moved from the Decapolis (last week's text) to the area north of the 
Sea of Galilee, a region named for Caesarea Philippi, the main city. The territory 
was under the administration of Philip the Tetrarch, son of Herod the Great. He 
had expanded and improved the city, naming it for the emperor and himself—the 
city in honor of Caesar by/of Philip. Jesus is still working outside Galilee, preparing 
His disciples for what is to come in Jerusalem. In that connection, He teaches a key 
lesson here about Himself, about His role and purpose. Some pericopal series 
start with verse 31, and that certainly can work. But moving back to verse 27 
focuses our attention on the explicit reason why the teaching about Jesus and the 
passion are important: because the meaning of the person and work of the Christ 
must be crystal clear. 

"Who do people say I am?" It is hard to imagine anyone without an opinion, 
and some who were mockers and scoffers would only ridicule. But those categories 
are not worth considering here. The disciples wade in with what are more reasonable 
responses, echoing Mark 6:14ff. Some people—at least Herod Antipas—thought 
He might be John the Baptist returned from the dead (Mark 6). If so, Herod, who 
had imprisoned John and rashly cost John his head, might have expected to be 
haunted by the specter. Others suggested Elijah, meant in the sense of Malachi 
4:5-6, which said that Elijah would appear to herald the coming of the Messiah. (In 
fact, at the Transfiguration he does come.) Or Jesus might be on par with the 
prophets of old. They are all interesting answers and close to the mark in some 
ways, but close finally will not count. 

Yet "Who do people say I am?" is only a preliminary question, setting things up 
for the question to be turned to the disciples themselves; for while Jesus certainly 
cares about what others think, the first focus is on those who will be the apostles 
sent to proclaim. They have to have this concept right! The question is to all the 
disciples, but Peter characteristically thrusts himself in, answering on behalf of 
the others. Compared to Matthew and Luke, Mark has fewer details. That is often 
the case, but it is particularly interesting here, where, presuming Mark has the 
apostle Peter standing by him behind the composition of the Gospel, some of the 
detail around Peter is left out. There is only "You are the Christ," not the extended 
confession. The abbreviated form is just fine for what follows as Jesus teaches 
about His passion. Certainly Peter's answer is crucial, but the point is made well 
enough to move on. On the other hand, there is no skimping on detail about Peter's 
blundering attempt to talk Jesus out of what is in store. If someone wants to use 
this exchange to boost Peter's role and reputation, Mark's Gospel is not the place to 
go. 

In verse 30 the disciples are told to keep quiet about this addition to the 
Markan Secret. Why? They could well fuel the misguided hopes of others who 
looked for economic or political deliverance. And why would the disciples do that? 
They might not want to, but they may not be ready themselves, not grasping all 
that this Messiah-concept entails. In fact, the next verses prove the point as Peter, 
who got the answer right, then offered up a response to Jesus' teaching that was 
quite wrong. 

Mark's text seems clear that Jesus was quite plain in laying out what was 
going to happen to Him. Earlier passion references may have been somewhat 
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veiled or indirect, but not here. Perhaps it was precisely because things were so 
clear that Peter leaps to the defense. Jesus had met opposition within Jewish 
areas such as Galilee. He had met misconceptions in the mixed regions. But within 
His inner circle? Yet it is understandable in a sense, given what the disciples had 
heard about the fiercest opposition yet to come from no less than the religious and 
intellectual leaders of the people. It added up to a Messiah who would be revealed 
finally, not in blazing glory but dying on a cross. The disciples' love for Jesus must 
have colored their reaction, but so did their theological knowledge. They knew the 
ominous words of Deuteronomy 21:23—that cursed by God is one who hangs on a 
tree. The Christ? 

Jesus' rebuke is sharp, to say the least, making plain there is no middle 
ground. Either the Messiah does it the right way, does the Father's business, or all 
is lost and Satan wins. Close will not do, no matter how, noble a role is filled. People 
had all sorts of misguided expectations. The devil tempted Jesus in the wilderness 
with those expectations: stones to bread (economic), all the kingdoms (political), 
and the temple entrance (refocusing on the old cultic values and practices that 
were supposed to end with the Christ). Christ resisted Satan then, and now again 
via Peter. No matter what other kind of ending Peter had in mind, it is not the right 
one. People still stumble around with modified messiahs. The clear picture laid 
out by Jesus and then fulfilled is not easy to take. 

The proper response is not intervention but discipleship. Let go of one's own 
agenda, self-image, and plans, and be prepared to shoulder whatever burden— 
cross—may come. Not any sort of inconvenience qualifies as a cross we have to 
bear, but rather suffering for Christ's sake. It amounts to a thorough reorientation 
and a complete commitment. Along the way, mistaken messiah-ideas can derail, 
but that is time again for denying oneself (letting go of my idea of the messiah and 
what I should be getting) and starting again to follow after. Can we do that? Not in 
and of ourselves, any more than the disciples could "get it" and stay on course 
without Jesus with them. It is a course set for us—not self-prescribed, no matter 
how noble it may seem. (Luther and the other reformers complained about just 
that in connection with abuses within monasticism.) "Follow" is not a new law but 
a call to be in Jesus' company by faith. And while Jesus knew where He was 
heading, the same cannot be said by us about ourselves. But it does not matter, for 
the same love and grace that moved Jesus to lay this all out before the disciples 
and to see them through to Jerusalem and beyond is still working for and in us. 

Suggested outline: 

On the Way with Jesus the Christ 

I. Who is this Christ? 
A. The notions then and now. 
B. The witness of the prophets and the apostles. 

II. What this Christ did: 
A. And He began to teach them.. .(v. 31). 
B. He stands by those He called. 

III. What this Christ does: 
A. He calls for our lives. 
B. He gives us life to live and give. 

Robert Rosin 
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Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Mark 9:30^37 

October 12,2003 

Preliminary considerations: The Gospel lesson for Pentecost Seventeen, Mark 
8:27-35, centered on the apostle Peter's public confession of Jesus as God's Anointed 
and our Lord's admonition to the disciples that they should not prematurely 
publicize that truth. Instead, our Lord predicted His own death and resurrection. 
He then invited those who would follow Him to do so by taking up their own crosses. 
Six days later Peter, James, and John witnessed the transfiguration of Jesus 
(Mark 9:2-8). A strict warning to keep also this matter a secret ensued this dramatic 
event as they came down from the mountain. At the foothills they joined the other 
disciples, who were being challenged to drive out an evil spirit from a demon-
possessed boy. Jesus healed the boy Himself. Jesus then took the disciples with 
Him away from the crowd to a secluded place and began to teach them. 

Textual considerations: Our text begins with the Lord instructing the disciples. 
The instruction consisted of His own destiny and a pattern of behavior for the 
disciples to follow. The substance of this teaching is the revelation of the ultimate 
goal of God's incarnation in Christ. God would deliver His Son into the hands of 
human authorities. Although they would kill Him, on the third day He would rise 
from the dead. This is a reiteration of what was said in 8:31, except that a strong 
allusion to Jesus' betrayal is added here. The present indicative passive παραδίδοται 
signifies the certainty of abandonment. Jesus will be handed over to the authorities 
to be put to death. With the end of His mission on earth in full vision, Jesus now 
engages in training the Twelve for their mission when He would be away. 

God would deliver His Son into the hands of sinful people for the salvation of 
all. Fully conscious of God's eternal plan of action, the Son of God presses toward 
Jerusalem, where His messianic mission will be fulfilled ultimately on the cross. 
Few, if any, of Jesus' disciples were able to comprehend this as they remained 
ignorant (ήγνόουν) of God's way of doing things. They were distracted; and fear, 
sorrow, and bewilderment overpowered them. Grief overcame them (Matt. 17:23). 
Grief has such power that it can make people blind to the promises of God. A 
Messiah who dies to save was far from the picture they had of the One who would 
inaugurate God's reign on earth with power (Mark 9:1). Hearing the Lord announcing 
His death terrified them to the extent that they missed the Lord's assurance that 
He would rise again from the dead. 

Even after Peter had confessed Jesus as the Christ, the Lord preferred for 
Himself the title "Son of Man," focusing on His humanity and the suffering that 
appellation entailed. The suffering of the Christ is the eschatological action of God 
(Is. 53:6), His expiatory death for God's redemptive purposes, His life given as a 
ransom for many (Mark 10:45). In accordance with His eternal counsel, God would 
deliver up His Son. Even the disciples would see dimly the meaning of their Master's 
death until after His resurrection. In their own human reasoning they could not see 
first things first. In their hearing Jesus had announced the coming of the kingdom 
(Mark 1:15), but they had no idea at what price. 

On the contrary, they were busy debating among themselves the question of 
greatness. Very much in tune with their cultural norms (and human nature), the 
disciples were preoccupied by questions of rank and status even as they were 
traveling. Doubtless, the servant-model leadership Jesus had been living out among 
them did not cross their mind, at least at this time. If they surmised that all of 
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them would be leaders, they wondered out loud who among them might rise to 
highest prominence. That hardly anyone was exempt from such temptation is 
evidenced by the brothers James and John's expressing their desire in the end to 
rise to positions of power, one wanting to sit at Jesus' right and the other at His left 
when He would come in glory (Mark 10:37). A disciple shall not be above his master. 
Just as Jesus came to this world as a servant, so shall those who follow Him lead 
a life of service. Service that is God-pleasing is service done in the name of Christ 
and no other. There is no room for potential greatness in such service. Such service 
focuses on those being served more than those serving. 

Perhaps adults may learn such enduring values from children. While quarrels 
and fights emerge from the desires that battle within us (James 4:2), we look to the 
Lord, who came to serve, as at the epitome of genuine dignity. 

Suggested outline: 

First Things First 

Introduction: Keeping straight our priorities in life makes life move toward its 
purpose. As the cross of Christ remains the center of a Christian's life, his entire 
life keeps in step with the Lord of life. Proper Christian living promises no shortcuts 
or quick fixes to deal with life's struggles. The cross of Christ is the anchor and 
focus of Christian living. Those who partake in Christ's suffering share also in His 
glory. 

I. Christ came to the world: 
A. In humility to accomplish God's will. 
B. In God's own way as the Father delivered up His Son (Rom. 8:32). 
C. The Son delivered up Himself (Gal. 2:20). 
D. The cross is the remedy for sin. 

II. Christ's death on the cross is the door to life (John 11:25): 
A. The life Christ lived, He lived for others. 
B. The death Christ died, He died for others. 
C. Those who live in Christ live no longer for themselves (Gal. 2:20). 
D. Death does not have the final word. Life does. 

Victor Raj 

Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Mark 9:38-50 

October 19,2003 

At the End, We Learn the Point of It All 

I. Introduction: What's the point of it all? 
A. In one way, today's text seems to reflect life: So many points that you end 

up not knowing what the real point is. (Deliver the following five points 
quickly. The rhetorical purpose is to suggest that the text says so much 
that we end up not knowing the main point.) 
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1. Jesus teaches, "Whoever is not against us is for us." OK, I can 
understand that. 

2. Jesus teaches us not to do something to weaken another's faith. OK to 
that also. 

3. Jesus teaches that it would be better to mutilate yourself than to 
miss out on eternal life. That's not OK! Relax; Jesus is speaking 
figuratively, but He's making a most important point: Do whatever it 
takes to avoid hell—and that's OK. 

4. Jesus says, "Have salt in yourselves." OK; after all, we are to be the 
"salt of the earth" (Matt. 5:13). 

5. Finally, "Be at peace with each other." 
B. Isn't this text like life? So many points, good points, but in the end you 

may well not know what the main point is. 

Delivery note: A significant pause, four or five seconds, will be effective in 
making this transition. 

II. So what is the point? 
A. The story goes that a Montana sheepherder got sick and was taken to the 

hospital in Fort Benton. His sheep dog followed his master to the city and 
kept watch outside the hospital door. When the sheepherder died, his 
body was taken to the train to be shipped back to his family in the East. 
The dog, Shep by name, appeared at the train station, cried for his master, 
and vainly chased the train down the tracks. For the next five and a half 
years, Shep met every train that came into Fort Benton, hoping that one of 
the passengers getting off would be his master. Shep became well known, 
and kindly people took care of him; but he refused to be taken to anyone's 
home. He had but one devotion: waiting for his master to return. Shep's 
devotion did not waver until the cold winter day in 1941 when he died. 

B. It's a true story; and when I read it, I couldn't help but think: if only I, if 
only we, could demonstrate that same unwavering devotion to our heavenly 
Master. When we take our eyes off Jesus, day-to-day living loses its ultimate 
purpose, its point. 

C. Examples: 
1. Take your eyes off Jesus, and the Bible becomes a book of nice moral 

and spiritual teachings. That's why some people like the book of 
Proverbs. Nice teachings, but they're not connected. What's the 
ultimate point? 

2. Another example: Take your eyes off Jesus, and other things become 
your reason for living. They may be good things, like family, health, or 
career. Or bad things, like alcohol, drugs, greed—whatever. If a lot of 
things are vying for your heart, chances are you feel pulled in different 
directions, scattered, with no ultimate purpose in life. 

D. The point is, or should be, that all our being all the time should be focused 
on our Savior, Jesus. 
1. "Love the Lord your God with all your heart," etc. (Deut. 6:5). 
2. Unlike Shep's devotion to his earthly master, our devotion to our 

Savior is often scattered. 
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III. Learning that point. 
A. The painful prescriptions ("If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off," etc.) 

are Jesus' vivid way of telling us to be done with sin so that eternal death 
is avoided and His gift of life received (repentance). 

B. "Christ says, 'Give me all. I don't want so much of your money and so much 
of your work—I wantyow. I have not come to torment your natural self, but 
to kill it. No half-measures are any good. I don't want to cut off a branch 
here and a branch there; I want to have the whole tree down. I don't want 
to drill the tooth, or crown it, or stop it, but to have it out. Hand over the 
whole natural self... I will give you a new self instead. In fact, I will give 
you myself; my own will shall become yours' " (C. S. Lewis, "Beyond 
Personality," in Sermon Illustrations for the Gospel Lessons [St. Louis: 
Concordia, 1982], 81). 

C. This learning process: 
1. Cutting out the sin. Textual images: 

a. Sword (of the Word, Heb. 4:12). 
b. Purifying fire (Mai. 3:2-3). 

2. Jesus decisively dealt with sin and gives eternal life (Forgiveness: 
Text is teaching before His passion; John 17:3). 

3. Sanctification: Salt in yourselves (cf. Lev. 2:13; Rom. 12:1). 
IV. Conclusion: At the end, we learn the point of it all: Peace. 

A. Revisit all the points of the text. Jesus finally says, "And be at peace with 
each other." 

B. Did you ever notice that some of your most trying times are caused by 
conflict with other Christians? 

C. If you and I struggle individually and as a congregation to cut the sin out 
of our own lives, putting our wholehearted devotion upon our Master, our 
Savior, Jesus Christ, we will have more peace among us. "No Jesus; no 
peace. Know Jesus; know peace." 

D. So center all your being all the time on Jesus. At the end of the text, at the 
end of the striving, and at the end of life—at the end, we learn the point of 
it all: Jesus, the Prince of Peace. 

Dale A. Meyer 

Reformation Sunday 
John 8:31-36 

October 26,2003 

Introduction: It was Independence Day! But fireworks, sparklers, parades, 
and floats played no part. Neither did the Statue of Liberty. There were no baseballs, 
no hot dogs, no apple pies, no Chevrolets. On this day there weren't even any 
patriotic songs like The Star-Spangled Banner or I'm a Yankee Doodle Dandy or God 
Bless America. It was Independence Day, but it wasn't even the Fourth of July in 
celebration ofthat great year of 1776. No, this Independence Day began 259 years 
earlier with the Reformation; when Martin Luther announced to the world that he 
was on a journey toward freedom. His declaration of independence was driven in 
part by these words of our text: ttThenyou will know the truth, and the truth will set 
you free" (8:32). 

Liturgical context: The liberating truth that sets sinners free is the cry of the 
Collect for the Day. It states in part, "Keep them steadfast in your grace and 
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truth...Γ For years Luther was anything but steadfast in the truth that frees. An 
unlikely candidate to trumpet independence, for years he had known only bondage, 
captivity, and a personal prison. He felt obligated to spend entire weeks without 
food, without speaking, without seeing the light of day. But the fireworks of freedom 
began when this German monk of the Augustinian Order took hammer in hand and 
on October 31, 1517, posted his 95 theses on the Wittenberg Castle Church door. 
This was his Independence Day! 

Biblical context: The debate with the crowd at the end of John 7 continues in 
this section of John 8. Many of the themes in this debate were first sounded in John 
5, with the issues explored in greater detail now in chapter 8, with 8:31-36 as the 
heart of the debate. The issues are over paternity and, therefore, the identity of 
Jesus and His opponents. The discourse is bracketed by references to Abraham (w. 
33,57-58). But exactly with whom is Jesus debating? They were Jews who believed 
in Him, but they turn out to be slaves to sin (v. 34), indifferent to Jesus' word (v. 37), 
children of the devil (v. 44), liars (v. 55), and guilty of mob tactics (v. 59). John 
introduces this idea of fickle faith in 2:23-25 and again in 6:60, when many of 
Jesus' disciples turn away from Him after a discourse of which they disapprove. 
The movement from faith to fickleness to forsaking Jesus in John 8 is parallel to 
the flow from 6:14-15 to 6:60ff. In our text He differentiates the faithful from the 
fickle with the words "If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples" (v. 31). 
The verb rendered "hold" is μένω, "to abide, to remain"—a theme of critical 
importance that returns in spades in chapter 15. The point is clear—genuine faith 
perseveres, it endures, and it brings with it freedom. 

Comments on the text: Verse 32: The Judaism of our Lord's day taught that 
study of the Torah makes a person free (e.g., Pirke Aboth 3:5). John's Gospel 
insists that the Torah points to Jesus (1:1; 5:39, 46), who is the truth (14:6) and 
who is full of grace and truth (1:14). 

Verse 33: "We are Abraham's descendants and have never been slaves of 
anyone." Not when they were in Egypt before Moses led them out? Not when the 
Philistines invaded their land and regulated even the way axes and sickles were 
sharpened? Not when the Assyrians carried off as captives the people of the Northern 
Kingdom? Or when the Babylonians did the same to those in Judah? Not when 
Antiochus Epiphanes desecrated the temple with an image of Zeus? Or when Pompey 
and his legions marched into Jerusalem to claim it for Rome? "We have never been 
slaves of anyone" is a flat-out denial of the facts. It's a dream, a delusion. 

Verse 34: Jesus indicates later in this chapter that freedom means to dissociate 
any sense of privilege that depends on merely physical lineage to Abraham (37-44; 
cf. 3:3, 5). The despotic master is not Caesar but self-centeredness, an evil and 
enslaving devotion to created things at the expense of worship of the Creator (cf. 
Rom. 6:12, 17). 

Verse 35: The term "son" (υιός) is almost always used in John for Jesus; believers 
are τά τέκνα του θεού (children of God). 

Homiletical development of the sermon: "We have never been slaves of anyone," 
the Jews of our text arrogantly assert. What a denial! But we see the same 
prisoners—the alcoholic who won't admit to his drinking problem; the woman who 
refuses to talk about her three-month affair; the businessman who adamantly 
rejects help to stop his addiction to work, work, work. We see ourselves caught in 
the same denial, the same dream, the same delusion. Fickle disciples to a person! 
The fact is, none of us can say, "We have never been slaves of anyone." Jesus hammers 
home this hard reality when He says, "I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a 
slave to sin" (v. 34). 
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That is we. Just like Luther. Locked in habits we cannot beat, and bound in a 
bondage we cannot break. The devil wants to lock us up and throw away the key. If 
it is the truth that liberates and frees, then it is the liar who captures and kills. In 
the same chapter as our text, Jesus describes this liar: "He was a murderer from 
the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he 
speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies" (v. 44). 

Martin Luther knew this voice as well. He writes in Ein' feste Burg: "The old 
evil foe now means deadly woe. Deep guile and great might are his dread arms in 
fight; on earth is not his equal." 

On the other hand, John's Gospel is full of fireworks as it celebrates this 
destiny-altering news: Jesus Christ is the world's only liberating truth. Listen to 
what John says of the Father's only Son and our only Savior. "The Word became 
flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One 
and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth" (1:14). Listen to what 
Jesus says: "I am the Way and the Truth and the Life" (14:6). 

Jesus delivers the Truth that sets people free at last! To Nicodemus, caged in 
the hopeless laws of rabbinic Judaism, He says, "For God did not send his Son into 
the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him" (3:17). To the 
woman at Jacob's well, bound to one broken relationship after another, He says, 
"The water I give...will become...a spring of water welling up to eternal life" (4:14). 
To the man born in the prison of blindness He says, "Go, wash in the Pool of 
Siloam" (9:7). To Mary and Martha, locked in grief over the death of their brother 
Lazarus, He says, "I am the Resurrection and the Life" (11:25). 

Our freedom march began in earnest when Jesus was bound and taken to 
Annas, the high priest. He was slapped, spit upon, and sent to Caiaphas. Then, 
blindfolded, He was struck in the face with fists and beaten by guards. The next 
morning He was taken to Pilate, who passed Him off to Herod. Herod dressed Him 
in a purple robe. Back before Pilate, He was crowned with thorns, stripped naked, 
and scourged, just short of death. Struck and spit upon again, He walked on the Via 
Dolorosa. Finally, He was stretched out on two pieces of wood, and three iron spikes 
were hammered into His flesh. His friends had run away. His possessions had been 
gambled away. His strength was ebbing away. Even His Father had turned away. 
All He had left was one word, τετέλεσται ("It is finished")—(19:30). But with this 
word our bondage was broken, the sacrifice completed, death defeated, paradise 
restored. "It is finished!" A cry of defeat? By no means! Had it not been for the 
nails, a triumphant fist would have lifted toward the sky. This is the Savior's cry of 
victory—"Let freedom ring!" 

And this is the honest-to-God truth. The death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
means that we are liberated from the liar and that our prison doors are wide open. 
Luther experienced this truth and wrote: "When I understood it, and the light of the 
Gospel came into my soul, the gates of paradise opened, and I walked through." 

This same liberating power sets us free from the condemnation of our sin, from 
the pain of our past, from worry about our future. No one can take this freedom 
from us, no law can stop it, and no power on earth or in hell can destroy it. Again 
Luther: "And take they our life, goods, fame, child, and wife, though these all be 
gone, our victory has been won; the kingdom ours remaineth!"' 

The message rediscovered by Luther and celebrated on this Reformation 
Sunday is loud and clear—"If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed!" Free in 
every way—full, final, forever! This is our Independence Day! 

Reed Lessing 
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