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All Saints' Day 
Isaiah 26:1-4,8-9,12-13,19-21 

November 7,2004 

I am sometimes a bit perplexed by how the authors of our pericopes break up 
certain texts. The problem here is that the way this text has been divided makes it 
quite different in tone from the text in its original, complete form. In the one 
instance, it is a text that emphasizes grace and judgment. As it has been pre
sented to us, it emphasizes grace without judgment. 

On All Saints' Eve, Martin Luther posted his theses on the door of the Castle 
Church for academic debate on the issue of whether one could purchase salvation 
through letters of indulgence. All Saints' Eve was the day prior to All Saints' Day. 
Because the saints would be walking the earth on November 1 (All Saints' Day), 
the ghosts and goblins and wicked spirits would be out the day before, making 
mayhem because they could not emerge when the saints were present. From this 
we get the term All Hallowed E'en, or Halloween. 

But in all the mayhem of celebrating this fall festival, the All Saints Day has 
been completely lost. Of course, as nonsuperstitious Lutherans, we know that 
there is no more likelihood of saints, ghouls, or goblins emerging on one day rather 
than another. I suppose if God wanted to send back a modern-day Samuel, as He 
did to Saul and the witch of Endor, He could. Speculating on the timeline of the 
afterlife is a risky thing; but from a Reformation perspective those who departed in 
the faith are either in the grave, or perhaps with Jesus in heaven (from their 
perspective), or else awaiting the judgment in sleep, and in any case not likely to 
bother us (dogmaticians have disagreed over such things, and I would not presume 
to second-guess them and solve all these matters here). In any case, prior to the 
actual resurrection and judgment, we do not believe that there are any more saints 
appearing among us on November 1 than there were on the day before or will be on 
the day after. 

Then what does the term All Saints' Day mean for us? This has to do with our 
understanding of what in fact constitutes a "saint." Our belief is that all believers 
in Christ Jesus are saints, not because they are or were particularly "super holy" in 
life, but because Christ died and gave them His grace and faith and declared them 
holy. In effect, He raised them from the dead by His powerful Word while they are 
or were still in this life. So all who believe in Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior 
are saints. On All Saints' Day, we Lutheran Christians celebrate those saints who 
are among us now (the believers in this world) and those who have preceded us into 
glory (believers who have died). It is a day of remembering that there is a resurrec
tion to new life for all who believe in Christ, and a resurrection to judgment for 
those who do not. 

The text: Our text supports this theme in several ways. First, is the concept of 
the strong city. Isaiah rejoices in the ramparts, walls, and gates where the righ
teous enter. While Jerusalem was a fortified city, I believe that Isaiah is referring 
to that city we call an eternal home, the New Jerusalem, the city of faith in God. Of 
course, we more clearly understand that this faith is a faith in Christ Jesus, and 
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Isaiah does indicate that this city is established by God. 
There is a here-and-now quality to this city as well. It refers not only to the city 

that is to come, but also to the city of God on earth—the bride of Christ, the church. 
Note that verse 7 (not part of the pericope) says: "The path of the righteous is level; 
O upright one, you make the way of the righteous smooth." Here is God preparing 
the way. Here is Jesus justifying and straightening the hearts of people so that 
they take the smooth path that God has prepared. As the psalm says, "You broaden 
the path beneath my feet." The work of making saints, citizens of the New Jerusa
lem, is God's. He is the One who makes them righteous. Through the blood of Jesus 
Christ, He changes the heart and broadens the path. He makes them people of the 
narrow way to eternal life and transforms them so that they walk in it, turning 
neither to the right nor the left. And the result of this straightening out is that we 
yearn for God. God's "teachings" (better than 'laws" here) are the desire of our 
hearts. The new man craves new things, and the Word of God is what he thrives on. 
The new man also craves fellowship with God and looks for true justice in the 
world. He desires that the wicked be converted to righteousness and that all people 
be saved. 

God is a God of peace. He establishes peace for us and in us. Through us, He 
accomplishes what He wills. We glorify the Prince of Peace, who makes us whole. 
The name of Jesus Christ is exalted among us. He is the source of the resurrection 
mentioned in verse 19. He is the One who has set things right and who is the 
firstfruits of our new life and new kingdom. 

Verses 20 and 21 indicate a time of testing and wrath. Shutting the doors 
while God's wrath passes by would have had special meaning for Jews accustomed 
to celebrating the Passover; for in the Passover the angel of death passed by the 
doors that were shut, guarded by the blood of the lamb. Here we find a message of 
refuge. After a little while of suffering and ambiguity in this world, all will be clear 
in the judgment. And God's people will prevail in heaven. 

Here is a message for all the saints. God protects and cares for you through 
Christ Jesus. By His blood He has made your paths straight, and now you await 
your fulfillment in the kingdom He has established for you, where you will enjoy 
peace, freedom, and justice forever. 

Tim Dost 

Second-Last Sunday in the Church Year 
Jeremiah 8:4-7 

November 14,2004 

Notes on the text: 1. In their examination of the structure of Jeremiah's proph
ecy, some scholars place our text at the beginning of a section that extends from 8:4 
to 10:25. The previous section (7:1-8:3) is concerned with aspects of religious prac
tices current in Judah at the end of the seventh century B.C. Specifically, it speaks 
about abuses in the appropriation of pagan rites and in the misuse of the temple 
cult. The section in which our text occurs seems to be a miscellaneous collection, 
but two themes appear: (a) Israel's incurable rebellion, and (b) Israel's inevitable 
doom. Our text focuses on the former. Most scholars date this oracle to the early 
years of Jehoiakim's reign, between 605 and 601 B.C. 

2. Verse 4: rt\rrt nçç nb οη^κ Q-IOÇI The initial form—as frequently seen in 
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Deuteronomy, for example, is usually translated as an imperative, with the force of 
a command and with Yahweh understood as the subject. It functions to link this 
text with Yahweh's initial command in 7:2: "Stand (ib?) in the gate at the house of 
the Lord and proclaim (o*^) this word and say (ςηηφ)...." This is a command 
repeated in 7:27-28, so one can see that the text is loosely related to what has 
preceded it. 

3. Verses 4-5: In these verses Yahweh asks a triple sequence of questions, 
followed in verses 6-7 by accusation. Most commentators understand the first two 
questions as rhetorical questions that offer general truths about human nature. 
That is why they are usually translated something like: "When men fall, do they 
not get up again? If they turn aside, do they not turn back?" (This translation 
notwithstanding, note the switch from singular verbs to plural, which seems to be 
a common feature in prophetic literature.) Israel's behavior, then, is set in contrast 
to what people naturally do. The implication is that in their continual apostasy, 
the people of Israel are acting in a most unnatural way! The Hebrew is somewhat 
tricky here, but the meaning is clear—while it is a general truth that people who 
"turn aside" naturally "turn back" (to go the way they are supposed to), Israel is 
persistently or continually turned (the wrong way!). Throughout these verses 
Jeremiah is playing with different forms of the Hebrew root atà (arcç n̂ neJ n̂ ato). 
The root can be used to refer to "physical turning," (e.g., "If one turns away, will he 
not turn back?") or also "spiritual turning," (e.g., "Why is this people continually 
spiritually turned?") Most English translations have "rebellious" as the transla
tion in verse 5. Perhaps Jeremiah wants the readers to conceive of the possibility 
that repentance for God's people should be as much a part of them as "getting up 
after one falls." It is, after all, how God's people have been (re)created! But it is not 
happening! 

4. Verse 6: 990$ wstìcn "I have listened and heard," i.e., to what His people are 
saying. This utterance could be understood as a hendiadys: "I have listened 
carefully"(p-KlbnaT|). The Hebrew word can be understood in two ways: as a noun 
meaning "truth," in which case the phrase would be translated, "They are not 
speaking the truth." Or it could be understood as an adverb, "thus," in which case 
it would be translated: "Thusly (in this way, i.e., as repentant people) they are not 
speaking" (ln$7̂ » nqa «ft* ρκ). The phrase \Nflrbs occurs five times in Jeremiah 
with Yahweh as the subject. This adds to the irony of Israel's behavior. Yahweh "is 
regretful" over "evil," but the people are not. 

5. When considering the pragmatics of the text so far, one notes that verses 4-
5b are in the form of questions that are rhetorical. As such, they can be analyzed as 
"accusations." Yahweh begins by indirectly accusing His people of refusal to re
pent. In verses 5b-7, Yahweh appears to move to direct accusation. He is being less 
subtle in order to persuade Israel to have a change of heart. No direct threats or 
assertions of judgment are yet given. Yahweh is speaking much like a father who 
wants to win his child back to him and who does not want to punish him. Yahweh 
employs several strategies to accomplish His goal. 

6. Verse 7: This verse ends the unit as it began, with a general truth that is set 
in contrast to Israel. Even animals—unclean animals so it seems—know (irvT) how 
to respond to the "natural order of things." They intuitively obey the ordinances 
Yahweh has established. But surprise! Yahweh's people do not know (also s?r) the 
precepts of Yahweh. The rhetoric is powerful! When it comes to responding to 
Yahweh, Israel "knows" less than unclean birds! 

Sermon notes: This is a difficult text on which to preach because it seems to be 
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a specific word of accusation against apostate Israel. Most of us probably are not 
going to be preaching to a congregation of unrepentant people who have fallen away. 
It would seem inappropriate to simply substitute "your congregation" for "unbe
lieving Israel" or to make such an identification. However, the text was probably 
chosen because it is near the end of the church year when themes of judgment and 
God's wrath over sin are prominent. 

Perhaps headway can be made by looking at what Yahweh is doing in this text 
and by trying to accomplish that in the congregation. Since Yahweh wants repen
tance, perhaps the aim of the preacher in this sermon will be to talk in such a way 
that the people actually repent. In other words, rather than trying to explain how 
we are like Israel in the text, the preacher should proclaim so as to bring about 
contrition and faith. The following outline is one way the preacher might proceed. 

Suggested outline: 

Look at how God treated His children of old. 
A. He accuses them of leaving Him but not coming back. 

1. They are not behaving as He (re)created them. 
2. They thought God would never judge them (chap. 7). 
3. He speaks this way to win them back. 

B. Accusation preceded His punishment. Yahweh was long-suffering. 
1. But punishment did come. 
2. He exiled His own son. Look at how God treated His children! 

Look at what God does, even to His own children today! 
A. You see it at the cross. 

1. He did not spare His own Son. 
2. Accusation and execution fell on Christ. 

B. How is God, finally, going to deal with us? 
1. When will judgment fall? 
2. What hope do we have that He will spare us? 

C. We have every hope in the world. God can't give up His children. 
1. Remember—He brought Israel back from exile. 
2. Remember—He brought back Israel (Christ) from the grave. 
3. Remember—your Baptism has made you His, so resurrection is your 

hope too. 
Timothy E. Saleska 

Last Sunday in the Church Year 
Jeremiah 23:2-6 

November 21,2004 

"Pastor" is the church's other word for shepherd. Pastors come in many variet
ies, but one thing is certain—they all are tempted and tested by their sinful na
tures. Some do better than others in terms of their office (here read as officium in 
Latin, meaning duty). This does not necessarily mean that they are no longer 
shepherds. It simply means that no indelible character makes them intrinsically 
different from others. They too have the battle between the New Adam and the Old 
Adam, and sometimes they fail. Jeremiah does not have this sinful weakness in 
mind when he writes about apostate shepherds; instead he accuses those who have 
abandoned their duty of being unworthy wolves who fleece the flock. 
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What distinguishes good shepherds from hirelings (to use Jesus' terminology, 
John 10:12-13) or from lazy and abusive shepherds (to cite the Jeremiah passage) 
is not their completely sinless or perfect character. The good shepherd feeds the 
sheep and cares for them (John 10). The sheep are then able to prosper; but without 
good shepherding, nobody does well. The shepherd does not maintain his liveli
hood, because the sheep cannot contribute to it. The sheep do not prosper because 
they are harassed and abused. 

Now, this makes it sound like it is all a matter of works. In the sense of the 
signs that mark a good shepherd, it is. But this is not what makes the shepherd 
good and able to do the good works required of God. Though there are good 
undershepherds who tend the flock, what makes them good is the Good Shepherd, 
who laid down His life for the sheep (John 10:11). Here we can see analogies in all 
the ministry of Jesus. He heals the sheep from their various diseases. When wolves 
want to attack and destroy people—here read people such as those who would 
judge mercilessly, as in the case of the woman caught in adultery—Jesus deals 
with them. In the feeding of the five thousand, He has the people sit on the grass 
and feeds them in companies, as a shepherd would feed his flock. And when it 
finally comes time to redeem the sheep, there is the Good Shepherd, laying down 
His life for us. As John the Baptist cried, "Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes 
away the sins of the world" (John 1:29). 

Answering the age-old question of pastoral vocation and office is a tough one. 
Many say that call is more important; other say that office is more important. But 
if we take the Scriptures seriously, we find that what is truly most important is 
neither call nor office, but rather the Word. In the sense of John 1, the Word (Christ) 
empowers and enables the carrying out of the office and enables the congregation 
to issue a call. The Word becomes flesh and makes His dwelling among us. The 
Word empowers us for both proclamation and practice. And it is this Word, found in 
both the proclamation of the Word (in the Scriptures and in faithful preaching of 
that Word) and in the sacramental Word, that empowers, enables and refreshes 
the ministry we have with one another. It is the Word that builds the body of 
Christ, through the power of His sacrifice and His Holy Spirit. It is truly by His 
stripes that we are healed (Is. 53:5). It is through this renewing sacrifice that we 
carry out our duties as called and ordained servants of the Word. 

But where does this leave the laity? They too have a role. Although they do not 
have the formal office, they are engaged in what we call (to paraphrase Peter) the 
priesthood of all believers (1 Pet. 2:5-9). Members of the body of Christ also make 
sacrifices and serve to support the shepherd who has been appointed for them. 
Furthermore, they take advantage of the spiritual gifts and talents that they enjoy 
as regenerate people through the Word. 

So in the end, Christ is all in all. He is the Good Shepherd, who by His sacrifice 
and death transformed us into undershepherds and flocks of well-tended sheep. 
He is the One who has redeemed and paid for us and heals all our ills. He places us 
in a position, despite our sinful nature, to bring the Word of God to others; and by 
His grace empowers us to be the people of God, faithful to the calling we have 
received from Christ. As renewed, refreshed, and enlivened people, we bring that 
new Word of forgiveness and salvation to a world hungering and thirsting for the 
righteousness of Christ. We all feed and tend those who are lost, bringing them into 
the flock and counting on Christ to transform them through the Word we proclaim 
by the power of the Holy Spirit. And on the Last Day, we will all rise to behold the 
truth that Christ has paid for us. To this end, Christ empowers and enables us 
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along the way. Praising Christ, the believers will enter the joy of His kingdom, the 
true and restored Israel and Judah; but those who do not believe will be punished 
eternally. Here will be the true, eternal fruits of the Word who became flesh and 
gave His life as a ransom for all. And there will be praise and thanksgiving for the 
kindness of God in Christ Jesus to His children. 

Tim Dost 

First Sunday in Advent 
Isaiah 2:1-5 

November 28,2004 

Isaiah 2:1-5: Before getting too far into the study of this text, just sit back and 
enjoy the poetry for a moment. Notice the subtlety, the nuances. Revel in the syn
thetic parallelism of verse 2, which advances the thought of the first part of the 
verse; and the synonymous parallelism in verses 3-5, which repeats the element of 
the first part of the verse in different words. God not only seeks to give His people 
notification of what is to come; He does it with beauty and finesse. 

God's Beautiful Word Happens 

I. With poetic imagery the mountain of the Lord's temple is lifted up. 
A. The temple of the Lord was built on a hill in Jerusalem, on Mount Zion. 
B. To raise a mountain is a formidable task. 
C. God raises His mountain above all the other mountains by installing His 

Son (Ps. 2:6; 9:11). 
II. With pageantry, people of all ethnic backgrounds are drawn toward the moun

tain. 
A. All nations will stream to it. No one will be left out (v. 2 ; Micah 4:1-3). 
B. All cultures and subcultures are included. Subcultures in the United States 

continue to grow. 
C. People need to cross ethnic lines and beckon to their friends to go up 

together for renewal (v. 3). 
D. God will meet them in His house (1 Chron. 7:12; Matt. 12:6; John 2:19,21; 

Rev. 21:22). 
III. With serenity, an era of justice and grace will be ushered in among the people. 

A. God Himself will be involved in a new world order. 
B. The dream of having no more war becomes a reality because God inter

venes. 

There are other foci in this text. Behind the text is a living, moving God who 
operates not in a purposeless, good luck, first-mover fashion. He intervenes and 
establishes true faith among the people of the world. 

God Moves Forward with an Overall Plan for the World 

I. He lifts up His plan of salvation as supreme over all other religions (v. 2; 
Islam, Buddhism. Is. 42:8; Matt. 16:18). 

II. He brings salvation through His chosen people, from Zion, Jerusalem (v. 3; 
Gen. 12). He grafts in the New Testament people (Rom. 11:17). 

CONCORDIA JOURNAL/OCTOBER 2004 381 



III. God's plan brings justice and peace, now and in the future (v. 4). 
A. This plan does not seek to use religion as a means of power or vengeance 

(Rom. 12:19). 
B. It centers in the forgiveness of God through the Messiah. 
C. God's peace is a precursor of heaven (Heb. 12:18-22). 

This may be an important theme, due to the high exposure our people and our 
college students are receiving to other religions and due to the societal tolerance 
that is taught, a practice that reduces all religions to partial truths of a whole. 
Also, the differences between the kingdom of the right and the kingdom of the left 
may be important to discuss. When a religion seeks to obtain worldly justice through 
power, it uses only Law and never Gospel. Therefore, the core of true religion is lost 
and peace cannot prevail. Only the Gospel can change the hearts of humankind. 

Another aspect of the text is that it is an oracle of redemption tucked in 
between the judgments of chapter 1 and chapter 2:6-22. The moment of grace is 
surrounded by the teaching of God's Law. 

Never the Same Again 

I. God has set a day for punishing the arrogance of humankind (w. 11-12). 
A. The day of the Lord will bring both judgment and grace. 
B. It happened at the birth of the Christ, and it will happen again at the Last 

Day. 
II. God will be God. 

A. He has decided that these are the last days (2:2; Heb. 1:1-2). 
Β. God has decided that His way is the chief way (v. 2). 

III. God's way leads to peace (w. 4-5). 
A. God's focus is elsewhere than on getting even. 
B. Faith believes that people and nations can be changed (Heb. 11:1). 
C. It is the role of believers to point to the mountain of the Lord (v. 3). 

God's Benefit Plan 

I. Faith gives us God's perspective on life (w. 3,11). 
A. God's Law keep us from destroying ourselves. 
B. God's grace offers us renewal in place of being stuck in sin. 

II. Faith leads to a higher quality of life. 
A. Ongoing forgiveness reduces interpersonal conflict (e.g., two adults who 

were confirmed after being married said, "We don't fight as much as be
fore"). 

B. Faith leads to a society that tends to focus on societal forgiveness and 
pragmatic solutions instead of vengeance and never-ending conflict. 

III. Faith enables us to prepare for the life to come. 
A. We are able to focus on the meaning of life and to live in repentance and 

grace. 
B. We are able to interpret life in the light of God's Word and hold on. 
C. A man had multiple sclerosis. When he temporarily lost his ability to 

hear, he said, "Perhaps God wants me to listen a little better." That's a 
beautiful faith. 

Gary Schaper 
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Second Sunday in Advent 
Matthew 3:1-12 

December 5,2004 

Though the church-year focus still falls on Advent, society is bent on dragging 
us toward Christmas, counting down "days until"—even as the celebration snow
balls. Golden visions of the holiday pick up energy, and we're urged to prepare. Don't 
wait till the last minute! This morning's text urges the same, though in a more 
sober way, yet also with far greater joy in the offing. 

"Commercial Advent" (though the world hardly calls it that) conjures up warm 
and cuddly images, and we hear lofty pronouncements this time of year about the 
goodness of humanity (versus the goodness of the One who became man, just one of 
many contrasts at nearly every turn). But even so staunch a promoter of human 
potential as the Enlightenment's Immanuel Kant confessed that "out of such 
crooked timber like that of humanity, no straight thing can ever be made." So much 
for golden optimism: "...no straight thing can ever be made," though Kant still 
tried. 

Fortunately John the Baptist never had the benefit of reading the philosopher 
Kant, so John puts it straight to his hearers: make straight the way! Level it all 
out; smooth things till there's nary a ripple in the road; for the King is on the way, 
and He deserves nothing less. But even if Kant thought such a process impossible, 
John, deep down, certainly knows it to be true, at least if left up simply to his 
hearers. "Repent" is a call to radical change. Radical: "radix" in Latin, or the root of 
the matter; a thoroughgoing makeover in thought, actions, relationships; a top-to-
bottom change. Words like the Baptist's are meant for our eternal good, but that's 
too great a task to leave to us. Repentance is really the Lord's doing, because our 
preparations would fall short. Yes, repent is an imperative, but don't get any big 
ideas about what can be done. The best John's hearers really can do, then and now, 
is to give up on doing and see God do all that is needed in their lives for them to 
reach their place in the kingdom. 

God comes to be Lord in His world, as we remind ourselves in Advent. His 
world—not Satan's though he labors under that delusion—the world created and 
re-created. Any doubt about that? Listen to the axe flailing away at the tree—no 
mere trimming but a hewing down. John's listeners in a parched land knew there 
was no room or water to waste. Fruit matters. Fruit of repentance and fruit in lives 
claimed and then committed. 

But our repentance does not make the situation new. It rather signals what is 
already divinely done as God makes new. Only because God comes to claim His 
property do we have a chance. The voice in the desert calls for preparation in the 
desert of our lives. We would rather meet on more pleasant turf, but we have no 
choice (thank God); for God has already come to take care of things in the desert. We 
often talk of mountaintop theological events, but important work also happens in 
the desert: the first/old Israel in the Sinai, now comes the true Israel (Jesus, the 
Christ) to John in the desert, and then to be tempted in the desert, and finally the 
new Israel of the church is made God's by being brought through the desert of 
emptying and the following, clinging. Some groups in the early church thought it 
appropriate to go out to the desert and wait for the second Advent. But truth be 
told, there is enough desert in daily lives, since the old Adam still plagues us. So 
watch out for misguided, false hopes and claims of what's out in the wilderness 
(Matt. 24:26). John stood as a kind of Elijah returned (Mai. 4:5) both in image and 
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message to make sure this Advent of the Messiah and the kingdom is not missed. 
We have an even better perspective today. 

Judging from the "multitudes," the Baptist's message must have resonated. 
But he did not get numbers by accommodating or soft-pedaling his point. Curious 
Pharisees and Sadducees came to see what was up, and judging from John's re
sponse, to go through the motions. They wanted approval, in effect, for their atti
tude and approach; but John had none of it. But "we have Abraham as father." So 
what?! If God can give true repentance and make straight crooked timbers (Kant 
was wrong), He can certainly make another Israel from stones. Beware of mis
placed trust. "Brood/generation of vipers" was no compliment. John's hearers no 
doubt may have thought not only of the serpents that plagued Israel in Sinai but 
also of the serpent in Eden. Who needs serpents in an already dangerous wilder
ness? And God certainly has no need of them to usher in the kingdom. God is not 
going to conform to them; they had better conform to God with true, not sham, 
repentance. 

John's rejection of the Pharisees and Sadducees hardly meant that others he 
had been baptizing were ever-after as pure as the driven snow. His baptism was a 
dramatic gesture, but repentance is not a one-time-never-again action—not then 
anymore than it is now for us who are baptized not with John's water but with 
Christ's Spirit at the font. Don't get caught up in timeline actions but look rather to 
relationships—how one stands over against God. "Christians aren't perfect—just 
forgiven," says the bumper sticker. "Just"?! What else is needed? Pharisaical types 
can complain that there are sinners and even hypocrites in the church, but that's 
okay, for the Word is also at work there. Better to have hypocrites still around to 
hear the Law, with Gospel also close at hand when repentance comes. And where 
else should sinners go? Certainly not out to wander in the deserts of their own 
efforts. 

John was the herald and gave way to the Messiah, who came, who still comes 
in the means of salvation, and who has promised a second Advent. John is gone but 
the Messiah is still at hand. That means we are not left to wander alone, but we 
have One to whom we cling through deserts or through whatever may come till He 
comes again. Repent, prepare—it is not wasted effort. It is part of all God does for 
His own. 

Repent—The Lord Comes 

I. Give up on straightening crooked timber (ourselves) and make straight His 
way. 

II. No hiding behind privileges; the ax is ready and there are a lot of stones. 
III. Repent and rejoice: giving up on self makes room for Him who saves as prom

ised. 
Robert Rosin 

Third Sunday in Advent 
Matthew 11:2-11 

December 12,2004 

Preliminary considerations: Who is Jesus Christ? This is a question that is as 
old as the incarnation of the Son of God. Given the long and rich history of the 
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Christian church, it is surprising that it is still being asked, and it is equally 
surprising that various answers are still being given. One would think that after 
the many Trinitarian and Christological debates of the first five or so centuries of 
the Christian era, with the resolutions of early ecumenical councils like Nicea I 
and Chalcedon, and with the definitive works of people like Athanasius, August
ine, John of Damascus, and others the question would be settled. 

We live in a day of increasingly watered-down Christianity, when churches ask 
what kind of theology people want and which teachings will prove successful or 
popular. Jesus has become many things other than the Savior of the world, the one 
who died on the cross to win the forgiveness of sin in order to satisfy the demands 
of God's justice. Unfortunately, to some He is no more than a problem solver, a 
teacher of morality, and an exemplar of upright living. To others He is someone who 
can provide us with a life of success and prosperity, with a sense of security in a 
time of international terrorism, and the final resource for incurable diseases and 
other human maladies. 

After more than four millennia of Old Testament prophecy and twenty centu
ries after the actual advent of Jesus Christ, we still need to ask about the Christ 
taught in many Christian churches today the question of John the Baptist, "Is the 
Christ you proclaim the one who was to come [according to Old Testament proph
ecy] or should we expect someone else?" In some Christian circles Jesus is even 
diminished in status to a position equal to the deity of most other religions. 

My colleague Won Yong JI in an unpublished article quoted this dictum: "The 
Truth (Tao, Tien) is one; interpretations (understandings) are many." The truth 
never changes; interpretations do. So there is only one Jesus Christ, but there are 
many interpretations of who He is. How unfortunate that is, given the centrality of 
His person and work to our eternal salvation. If you get Jesus Christ wrong, you get 
redemption wrong. Even sadder is the fact that His identity is often determined by 
popular consensus, rather than on the basis of Scripture or (for us) also on the 
Lutheran Confessions. When this is the case we might well apply the wisdom of 
the Danish existentialist philosopher Soren Kierkegaard, "Wherever the crowd is, 
there is untruth." The true identity of Christ will never be popular to people gov
erned solely by their human nature and concerns of this world. If we accept the 
popular Christ, we may lose the real Christ. 

Textual considerations: If we find it surprising that the centuries of definitive 
theological development have not solved the problem of Christ's true identify for 
many Christians today, it seems even more surprising that John the Baptist should 
have found it necessary to send some of his disciples from prison to ask Jesus: "Are 
you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?" John and Jesus 
(via His human mother Mary) were blood related. They had both been conceived in 
an unusual and miraculous way-Elizabeth when her biological clock had already 
runs its course and Mary by conception from the Holy Spirit and without a human 
consort. Both women had been informed of what God had in mind for them by an 
angel-directly to Mary and to Elizabeth by way of her husband, Zacharias. Mary 
visited her relative Elizabeth when both were already pregnant. Elizabeth knew 
she would bear the forerunner of the Messiah, and Mary knew she would bear the 
Messiah Himself. We have the Song of Zacharias and the Magnificat of Mary testi
fying to their understanding of what had taken place. Surely for several decades 
the families must have visited and talked about these matters and shared the 
information with their offspring. So it seems a little strange that John should 
have to ask Jesus who He was. But to his credit, John knew the importance of 
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asking, the importance of removing any doubt about who Jesus is. The identity of 
Jesus was important to the integrity of John's work and his God-given commission 
of heralding the coming of the Messiah, of preparing the way for Jesus. 

The answer Jesus gives is a brief mentioning of His miracles. What better way 
to establish His divine identity than by simply stating that He was doing things 
that no human being could do on his own. All these miracles were only preludes to 
His greatest work of all—the salvation of the world. The proof is in the pudding. 
From other Biblical accounts we know that John believed that Jesus was the one 
whom he was proclaiming. 

The text begins with John, the focus then shifts to Jesus, and then Jesus 
refocuses the attention back on John. Jesus must certainly be at the heart and 
center of all proclamation of the Word of God. Since Jesus Christ and His work 
must be the substance of all Christian preaching, it is absolutely necessary that 
the proclaimer know who Jesus is, why He became incarnate, and what He accom
plished. 

The text has great significance for pastors and laity as they share in the 
church's responsibility to share the good news of the Gospel with the world. They 
need to know who Jesus is. They need to proclaim Jesus as the worker of miracles-
especially the ultimate miracle of resurrection to life everlasting. Everyone who is 
a true and faithful messenger of Christ will no doubt receive a similar accolade 
from the Lord Himself—"Well done you good and faithful servant." 

Suggested outline: 

Who Is Jesus Christ? 

I. The desire and need to know who Jesus is. 
II. The necessity of accepting the facts of Jesus' true identity without any distor

tion to suit human desires. 
III. All Christians must be faithful proclaimers of Jesus' true identity and His 

work of redemption. 
Quentin F. Wesselschmidt 

Fourth Sunday in Advent 
Matthew 1:18-25 

December 19,2004 

Introduction: June and Ward, Wally and Theodore. Of course, Theodore was his 
given name; but we all know him by.. .The Beaver. Reruns oí Leave It to Beaver on 
"Nick at Night" still delight today's TV watchers, just as much as they delighted 
those who first watched this classic "sitcom" in the 1960s. Problems usually cen
tered upon that incarnation of all evil, Eddie Haskell. We never see Ward com
pletely lose it and yell at June in front of the boys. We never see June hysterically 
running out of the kitchen because Ward is a binge-spender and womanizer. Rather, 
with this version of Ken and Barbie, all the "problems" are solved within thirty 
minutes. But today's families are a far cry from such romantic ideals. Family life is 
no longer Tiny Tim's 1966 hit "Tiptoe through the Tulips".. .but more accurately, it 
is "Tiptoe through the Torpedoes!" What follows is a sermon study under the title 
"Families under Fire." It is designed to address the most pressing need for fami-
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lies today—forgiveness! 
Liturgical context: The Old Testament lesson (Is. 7:1-17) promises, and the 

epistle (Rom. 1:1-7) announces, that Jesus is the long-awaited Davidic heir to the 
throne of Israel. Moreover, the Collect of the Day notes that because "we are sorely 
hindered by our sins"—and this is so evident in our family relationships—we 
stand in desperate need for God to "stir up his power and come among us" in Jesus' 
name to be our Sin-bearer, Cross-carrier, and Family-healer; indeed, we need our 
Immanuel not only to promise, but also to deliver what families need the most— 
forgiveness! 

Biblical context: Matthew's genealogy has begun to answer the question "Where 
did Jesus come from?" The answer of 1:1-17 is that Jesus comes as the fulfillment 
of a history, as the goal of God's dealings with the sons of Abraham, the nation of 
Israel. Matthew continues to answer the question of Jesus' origin in 1:18-25. This 
is clear from the opening words of the unit, Του ôe Ίησου Χρίστου ή yéveoic ούτως 
ην—"Now Jesus Christ's origin was of this sort." Following this introductory clause 
of 1:18a, the text consists of three sections: l:18b-19—Joseph's weak human in
tentions and fallible human wisdom regarding the origin of Jesus; 1:20-23—God's 
truth and purpose regarding Jesus' origin; 1:24-25—Joseph's trusting human re
sponse to God's revealed plan in Jesus. 

Comments on the text: Verse 19: According to Rabbinic Law, Joseph could have 
taken Mary and brought her to the Sanhédrin, where those seventy-one elders 
would have laughed her right out of Jerusalem and outside the city to the stoning 
place where Mary would be publicly stoned to death—for breaking the Sixth Com
mandment. 

Verse 20: Ιδού—this particle is a favorite of Matthew's; he uses it sixty-two 
times. It functions to emphasize the point about to be made, and in some pericopes 
it is an obvious structuring device. Here (as often) it sets up a contrast between 
Joseph's perceptions and plans and those of God. 

Verse 22: ίνα πληρωθη το ρηθ̂ ν υπό κυρίου δια του προφήτου λέγοντος —this is the 
first of ten times when Matthew introduces an Old Testament citation with his 
distinctive formula (1:22-23; 2:15, 17, 23; 4:13-14; 8:16-17; 12:16-17; 13:34-35; 
21:4; 27:9). Matthew 3:3 also comes very close to this expression, although there 
John the Baptist is not spoken of as one who fulfills the Scripture. Matthew re
serves that important verb (πληρόω) for Jesus alone. 

Verse 23: This, the first of Matthew's explicit Old Testament citations, has 
occasioned much discussion! In terms of the lexical data, it cannot be said that the 
LXX has mistranslated the Hebrew of rtjbpjj in Isaiah 7:14 with its παρθένος. The 
noun τφςτ} can clearly mean "virgin maiden," and as such is closely related to 
n r̂a which also normally (but not always!) means "virgin." In the context of Isaiah 
7-9, this child Immanuel—"God with us"—will also be called "Wonderful Counse
lor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace" (Is. 9:6) for He fulfills the 
promise spoken of in 2 Samuel 7:13. More specifically, in Isaiah 7 the house of 
David (i.e., Ahaz) did not accept Yahweh's offer of a sign; by contrast, this house of 
David—as embodied in the Davidic descendant Joseph—accepts the sign about 
the Child. In Matthew 18:20 and again in 28:20 the promise of Immanuel will be 
reiterated, thus framing the entire first Gospel with this marvelous promise! 

Homiletical development of the sermon: Deborah Ricketts is an independent 
researcher for the film industry. She makes her living by pointing out mistakes. 
You see, a film set in the 1930s can't have a person reading a newspaper that didn't 
exist back then or a band playing a song that had not been written yet. But such 
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mistakes happen. In Raiders of the Lost Ark, the map that charted Indiana Jones' 
flight routed him over Thailand. Problem—the movie was set in 1936 and Thai
land was "Siam" until 1939! In Die Hard II Bruce Willis makes a phone call from 
what is supposed to be a pay phone in Washington, D.C. No one noticed that the 
phone booth read "Pacific Bell"! Deborah Ricketts lives to find these errors. She 
winds her way into props and sets and examines everything. Now what is meet and 
rightjand salutary for the movie industry is not what is helpful for the family. But 
the hard fact is this, more often than not: the spirit of Deborah Ricketts lives in 
your family and mine! Here, reference the setting of the text and Joseph's legal 
opportunity to seize upon Mary's predicament and "cast the first stone!" Because 
of our preoccupation with people's mistakes—indeed, their sins—our families are 
under fire! 

This propensity for revenge is literally killing the American family. Here, ref
erence the introductory comments concerning Leave It to Beaver—none of us lives in 
such a family! A few years ago one of the authors of the Presidential Report on the 
Family wrote this: "If we continue dismantling our American families at the accel
erated pace we have been doing so since 1965, there will not be a single American 
family left—statistically—in the year 2030." Family members are crying out for 
forgiveness. And in Advent this need can reach its highest levels! Uncle Fred may 
hit the Christmas punch once too often...again. Aunt Helen will probably start 
another of her dreaded political debates. And the "my kid's better than your kid" 
competition with your wife's brother's family could be worse than usual. 

When our family is under fire due to the "spirit of Deborah Ricketts," how can 
we forgive and not "throw stones"? In Joseph's well-meaning incomprehension 
(Matt. 1:19), we have the first glimpse of a powerfully important theme in Matthew's 
Gospel—that in order for human beings to know the ways of God and His Christ, 
these truths must be revealed to them. Whether it is the difference between those 
who did not repent at Jesus' miracles and those who did (11:25-28), or between 
those on whom the seed of the Word falls in vain and those in whom the seed bears 
fruit (13:1-9), God must reveal His purposes to save through Jesus, and through 
that revelation evoke a trusting response in men and women. And this is exactly 
what He has done for us—all in the name of Jesus! Jesus has come for the purpose 
of saving His people from sin (Matt. 1:21). How and to what extent will Jesus save? 
Clearly, by His ransom death (Matt. 20:28) and His outpoured blood (Matt. 26:28), 
on behalf of and in the place of many, Jesus will pay the price needed to forgive. But 
there is more! Not only does God purpose to forgive sins, but He will also save 
people from their sins. As the remarkable citation of Isaiah 53:8 at Matthew 8:17 
shows, salvation from sin entails healing and full eschatological restoration. In 
that sense there is a "now" and "not yet" to the salvation of Jesus, for believers now 
are forgiven but they also await the full salvation from sin when their bodies will 
be raised from the dead. Note that this saving name of Jesus is literally the text's 
last word—και 4κάλ€σ€ν το δνομα αύτου Ίησουν. And He is God's final and sufficient 
Word for us—and for our families when we are under fire! 

One teenager is talking to another and says, "I'm really worried. Dad slaves 
away at his job so that 111 never be without anything. He keeps working so I can go 
to college. And mom—why, she is always washing and ironing and cooking and 
cleaning; she never takes a break!" The other teenager asks, "Hey, what's the prob
lem? What are you so worried about?" The first teenager responds, "I'm afraid they 
might try to escape!" There are times when we would all like to escape from our 
families because of the pain and challenge and angst and brokenness. But all too 
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often we escape by casting stones and finding faults and holding grudges. However, 
God has a better plan in His gift of Jesus—just ask Joseph! 

Reed Lessing 

First Sunday after Christmas 
Matthew 2:13-15,19-23 

December 26,2004 

Introduction: The text is a story of two kings—one named Herod, the other 
named Jesus. One was electrified about going up; the other was just as passionate 
about going down. This is their story—and ours as well! 

Liturgical context: As the church celebrates the "Twelve Days of Christmas," 
she sings the Introitfor the day that says, in part: "Shout for joy to the Lord, all the 
earth; shout for joy before the Lord, the Ring." Jesus has come as our Ring "in the 
fullness of time" (Gal. 4:4, part of the day's Epistle reading) to redeem us, adopt us, 
and send us His Spirit, so that we may cry, "Abba, Father" (Gal. 4:6). Since we are 
part of this Ring's realm, like Isaiah, we say, "I will tell of the kindnesses of the 
LORD, the deeds for which he is to be praised" (Is. 63:7, part of the day's Old 
Testament reading). These propers point to the celebration of the world's only true 
king—Jesus! 

Biblical context: Matthew 2:12-23 continues the account of Jesus' earliest years 
and of the radical contrast between two kings. These verses are remarkable in that 
in one page of Greek text, Matthew gives three of his ten Old Testament "formula 
citations" ("X happened to fulfill the thing spoken through the prophet..."). Both in 
the way that he narrates the events of this text, and in the particular Old Testa
ment citations that he applies to the Child, Matthew proclaims that Jesus is the 
true Ring worth trusting, following and loving! 

Comments on the text: Verse 15: The Old Testament citation is from Hosea 
11:1b. Matthew here renders his own translation of the Hebrew, eschewing the 
LXX's και 4ξ ΑΙγύπτου μΕτβκάλβσα τα τέκνα αύτοϋ: "I summoned his children." This is 
the first time in Matthew that Jesus is explicitly referred to as God's Son. Here, 
and later in verse 18, Matthew develops the typology of Jesus as the embodiment 
of Israel's history. "Out of Egypt I called my son" is the beginning of Israel's history; 
and Jeremiah 31:15, "A voice is heard in Ramah..." (Matt. 2:17-18), proclaims the 
end of Israel's history with her exile to Babylon. By this geographical move—Egypt 
to Babylon—among other things, Matthew is announcing that Jesus is the begin
ning and end, the "Alpha and Omega," the sum total of all of Israel's history! 

Verse 17: τότ€ έπληρώθη—Matthew normally introduces his Old Testament 
"fulfillment citations" with a purpose construction, either ίνα or όπως. But only 
here and in 27:9 (where the events surrounding the suicide of Judas also fulfill 
Scripture) does Matthew write of the things he is narrating, "Then the thing spo
ken was fulfilled." Although God uses evil deeds such as the slaughter of Bethlehem's 
sons to bring His Scriptural plan and promise to fruition, Matthew stops short of 
declaring that it was God's purpose that the children die. 

Verse 23: δπως πληρωθη το ρηθβν δια των προφητών δτι Ναζωραΐος κληθήσ€ται— 
By the repeated use of the fulfillment phrase, Matthew clearly wants us to see that 
Jesus is not only the completion of the Old Testament story at a historical level but 
also that He is, in a deeper sense, its fulfillment. The problems associated with 
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this, the fourth of Matthew's explicit "formula quotations," are legion. No one 
knows for sure where in the Old Testament Matthew is directing his readers/ 
hearers. Without rehearsing all the options, perhaps it is best to see a word play 
upon the Hebrew of Isaiah 11:1—(TO) "shoot." This then highlights the Matthean 
theme that "Nazarene" is a title of disdain and rejection (cf. Matt. 26:71; note also 
John 1:46; 7:40-44, 52) and that this King of Israel who fulfills the ancient Scrip
tures is climactically the One who is "despised and rejected by men." 

Homiletical development of the sermon: The text begins on the edge of absur
dity. Herod the Great, the all-powerful king of Judea is worried about a Baby born 
in Bethlehem. At first Herod uses deception to try to discover the location of the 
"rival" King (Matt. 2:8). When that doesn't work, he orders the execution of all boys 
under the age of two in Bethlehem and the surrounding area. As outrageous as that 
act is, it comes as no surprise, because Herod is consumed with moving up. When 
we blow the dust off the history books, Herod emerges larger than Lon Chaney in 
The Phantom of the Operai To say that he was a monster is putting it lightly. Born 
into a politically well-connected family in 73 B.C., Herod was destined for a life of 
hardball. Rarely has history recorded so clearly the life of someone so obsessed 
with moving up. His father was poisoned by a political opponent. Soon afterward 
Herod, seething with revenge, formed an ingenious plan. He invited his father's 
killers over for a dinner party. As they arrived, he had them butchered by hit men. 
From that point on, Herod did everything he could to climb up. He frequently 
barked out orders that resulted in arrests, beatings, extortion, blackmail, torture, 
and execution. Herod married ten times, and he ordered the execution of two of his 
wives as well as three of his sons. There was little he wouldn't do in his quest to 
move up. For the most part, it worked pretty well. Herod ruled for more than thirty 
years—until another King was born, Jesus. 

To say that Herod and Jesus "crossed paths" is to understate the force of the 
text. According to a fundamental law of physics, the force of impact depends on 
speed and direction. Jesus and Herod are both moving fast, from totally opposite 
directions—one going up, the other just as intent on going down. One king is bent on 
promotion, the other on demotion. One is a tyrant, the other a servant. One is 
consumed with self-interest, the other consumed with loving people. One manipu
lates, slanders, deceives, and coerces; the other heals, cries, loves, bleeds, and dies. 
There is only one characteristic Herod and Jesus share in common—they both 
believe there is nothing that bloodshed can't cure. 

"Thank God," I can almost hear us all say, "that I'm not like Herod. I try never 
to raise an angry hand against a small child; I pay my taxes and slip a little money 
into the offering plate. Once I even played bingo with some old folks at a nursing 
home." But if we are honest with ourselves and take a hard look inside, we will see 
in the mirror little Herods staring back at us! All too often we are consumed with 
going up. Call it office politics, turf wars, marital rights, or parental perks. We 
share the part of Herod that would rather rule than serve, wield power than submit 
to authority, be honored rather than look for ways to honor others. 

In contrast, the way of Jesus seems almost ludicrous; why, He was as up as 
anyone ever could be! The Second Person of the Trinity—very God of very God, from 
eternity past; the object of worship and praise by the cherubim and seraphim. But 
at Christmas, "the Word became flesh" is a confession that He took the biggest 
step down in the history of humanity! He stepped down to become an embryo in a 
teenager's womb, down to be born in a stable, down to live in the filth and stench of 
this present evil age, down to be called a Nazarene! (Here, reference the comments 
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on Matthew 2:23.) 
At least Herod is practical; up is really the only way to live, right? In order to 

answer this, we must examine how each king died. In the final year of Herod's life, 
his body was infected with disease; his pain was so bad that often in the middle of 
the night his screams could be heard throughout his palace. But there was more 
than the physical pain. He brooded over the fact that his death would be mourned 
by few. He wanted tears at the moment of his death. So he devised one final, 
desperate plan. He would bring together the top leaders of the land for a meeting in 
Jericho, and once they arrived, he would have the gates locked. Just before the 
moment of his death, he would order all the leaders massacred. One way or an
other, the tears of the people would flow at Herod's death. 

Jesus, after doing down all His life, descended even further to a Roman whip
ping-post and instrument of execution, even to death on a cross! His cries, like 
Herod's, pierced the darkness. But there is a critical difference between the death 
of Herod and of Jesus. For all his power, Herod could not save himself from death— 
for all His power, Jesus could have saved Himself but didn't. And so, while Herod's 
body rots in a granite grave, Jesus is resurrected in great power and glory! Here, 
reference the textual notes on Matthew 2:15,17; all of Israel's history points to and 
is fulfilled by King Jesus, not by King Herod. In our text Jesus demonstrates His 
kingship by saying nothing, doing nothing. This is in contrast to Herod, who despite 
all his political maneuvers, can't thwart the divine plan. This contrast accents that 
both kingship and power are realities to be understood in a paradoxical light and 
to be identified in the unlikeliest of forms and places—finally on a cross, under a 
sign that proclaims: "This is Jesus, the King of the Jews" (Matt. 27:37). Thus God 
demonstrates His surprising and lowly ways of ruling and saving! 

Such is the story of two kings—with two opposing messages. Herod says, "Get! 
Go upl" Jesus says, "Give! Go downl" It is this life of giving and serving and going 
down that we celebrate and live out during this joyful Christmastide! 

Reed Lessing 

Second Sunday after Christmas 
John 1:1-18 

January 2,2005 

John sets out to write a sermon with his main thesis being the deity of Jesus 
in John 1:1-8. The rest of the Gospel merely points back to these summary verses. 
While the text does give some relief to the focus on the details of the birth of the 
Christ, the themes and the theological depth therein could lead to a myriad of 
sermons. 

If one wanted to lift up the divine/human nature of Jesus, one might develop 
this outline: 

What We See Is Not What We Get 

I. Today in our society openness and authenticity are highly valued. Casual clothes 
show the real person. People don't dress for travel or for work. "What you see is 
what you get." 

II. We see Jesus, but we are unable to grasp the significance of the holy Child 
without God's help. 
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III. We see a finite human life with a beginning and an end. God says that the 
eternal Word just took on flesh for a short time (w. 1,14). 

IV. We see a helpless, little Baby. But God says that the eternal Word was instru
mental in creating the present world (v. 3; Col. 1:16-17). 

V. We mistakenly see a sinner like us. But God says that the eternal Word is full 
of grace and truth (w. 1,14). 

VI. We see bread and wine, one another, the Scriptures. 
A. God says that the Word brings us Jesus, Himself (1 Cor. 10:16). 
B. The Word is still among the people of God (Matt. 18:20; 26:26). 
C. The Word does not change (Heb. 13:8). 

In verse 4 the writer indicates that Jesus has life and light. These are the 
essence of the created order, two things that God brought forth in the creation, but 
there is a play on the words. Now the redemptive process echoes the creative 
process and gives depth to the Light that is revealed. Jesus brings forth life a 
second time because death reigns in the fallen, created order. Jesus brings light a 
second time to the created order because darkness prevails. 

The fallen world has not "grasped" (κατ€λαβ€ν, v. 5) the light. Perhaps "compre
hended" or "grasped" would be the better meaning than "overcome" because the 
context of verses 6-13 shows God's attempts to bring light to the world and the 
rejection ofthat light by those living in darkness. The struggle seems more passive 
than active, more not "grasped" than struggling to "overcome." 

If one wanted to lift up the difficulty that God has in leading the world to 
believe in Jesus, one might develop this outline: 

Can You Hear Me Now? 

I. Today communication is everything. Cell phones take pictures, send written 
messages, and give instant communication from almost anywhere in the world. 
Wars are fought through the media as well as on the battlefield, with the 
media deciding what will be reported. 

II. God speaks to humankind through His communication, the Word (v. 1). Jesus 
is God's communication link to us. 

III. God gives us a picture of what He is really like (v. 18). Talk shows interview 
superstars so people can see what they are "really" like. The abstract idea of 
God becomes concrete in the visible Jesus. 

IV. God advertises the Word through John the Baptist (w. 6-8). The main purpose 
of the communication is that all may believe. 

V. God gives product information about the Word so that the world might grasp 
what it is missing. 
A. God's written Word testifies to Jesus (John 6:39). 
B. God's written Word conveys Jesus. 

Another way of looking at the text is to lift up the contrast between the empti
ness of life and the fullness that χάριν αντί χάριτος, "grace upon grace," gives to the 
fife of the believer (v. 16). 

The Word Brings Fullness to Life 

I. Today in America, people are searching for meaning. Second-career students 
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often come to the seminary because they were successful in their first vocation 
but did not find enough purpose in it. 

II. We have an impossible task: to fill our empty lives. 
A. We try books, television, work, music, children, pets, movies, friends, trips. 
B. We attempt to make the most of life by being very active. 
C. Some are lured to find meaning in life by dabbling in non-Christian thoughts 

or practices (e.g., Buddhism). 
III. Jesus exposes our emptiness. 

A. Without Him we do not have real life and light but only darkness (w. 4-5). 
B. There is no core meaning in only being busy. Busy-ness may cover up the 

core meaning of what it is to live. 
C. True religion does not come from within but from without—God entering 

our world and tenting among us (v. 14). 
IV. Jesus brings a full life (John 10:10). 

A. It is based on "grace upon grace." 
1. Grace to be part of the created order. Jesus has given us life (v. 3). 
2. Grace to be part of the redeemed order, to become children of God as a 

gift of God (w. 12-13). 
B. Jesus brings knowledge of God's demands and God's forgiveness (v. 17). 

In the present-day confusion about God, knowing the truth brings relief. 
C. Brings knowledge of God and the mission He has for us (w. 18, 7). This 

results in purposeful living. 
Gary Schaper 

The Epiphany of Our Lord 
Matthew 2:1-12 
January 6,2005 

Preliminary considerations: Unlike the extended and illustrious narrative in 
Luke, the Christmas story in Matthew is limited to a few verses at the end of the 
first chapter. In the short span of eight verses Matthew has recorded the bare 
essentials of the birth of the Christ-child a virgin as predicated by prophecy, and 
the privilege accorded Joseph to name Him, signifying the manner and purpose of 
His earthly ministry. Joseph would name the Virgin Mary's Son "Jesus," for "He 
shall save his people from their sins" (Matt. 1:21). Considerable time had elapsed 
since the birth, and the family had now moved from the stable to a house (2:11). 
Perhaps among many others, visitors from afar arrive to pay Jesus homage. This 
post-Christmas event is a Matthean exclusive and it has become the standard 
Gospel reading for Epiphany Sunday in the one-year as well as the three-year 
series. 

Notes on the text: In the appointed text, Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea 
because that was where Joseph and Mary were living at the time. They had come 
south to Bethlehem from their hometown of Nazareth to report for the census, in 
accordance with the Caesar's decree (Luke). Bethlehem of Judea is five miles south 
of Jerusalem; elsewhere it is called the City of David (Luke 2:4). Matthew men
tions Bethlehem because the Messiah must be born there to fulfill the prophetic 
prediction. The aorist participle γ€ννηθέντος suggests that the birth had already 
taken place when the Magi arrived in Bethlehem. 

Matthew mentions Herod to depict him as a king who trembles at the thought 
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of a coming Ring who is a threat to his power; Herod resorts to desperate measures 
to eliminate Him. Herod may have commenced construction of a temple in Jerusa
lem for the Jewish people; but he would annihilate anyone he deemed a threat to 
his throne including two of his wives and three of his sons. A conflict of interest is 
obvious at the very hearing of the birth of a Ring of the Jews (v. 2). In contrast to the 
ruthless Idumaean usurper who won his kingship by currying the favor of Roman 
overlords, Jesus is Ring by right of birth. 

The έταράχθη in verse 3 means literally "to shake, stir up, throw into turmoil," 
as of the wind shaking trees, or "whipping up a stormy sea." Metaphorically, there
fore, the aorist passive signifies any kind of mental or spiritual turmoil. Both 
Jerusalem and Herod are united in hostility against the newborn Ring, Jesus. At 
His birth the religious authorities, the professional exponents of the law, and the 
secular government suspect a significant threat to their own security. Rejection is 
normal and that is what our Lord got used to until He breathed His last (27:20-25). 

Now a new Ruler has come, a new Ruler born in Bethlehem of the family of 
Ring David, in accordance with the prophecy in Micah 5:2. Jesus is the Messiah, the 
promised Ring of Israel. This messianic Ring would both rule and shepherd His 
people (Micah 5:3; 1 Chron. 11:2). Though Jesus Christ, salvation would come to all 
people. His own life is the price the Shepherd Ring would pay to bring about His 
rule. The Messianic Ring, the Son of David, would rule His people. Ruling and 
shepherding go hand in hand. 

The Magi (μάγοι) by definition were oriental priests, learned in the art of inter
preting dreams and in the knowledge of stars. They had experienced divine guid
ance during their spiritual journey. The star they had seen rising in the eastern sky 
guided them to witness the fulfillment of the Jewish eschatological expectation 
concerning the coming Ring. They searched diligently (έξβτάσατβ in v. 8 means to 
scrutinize, examine, inquire) for the special Child. By divine guidance the Magi 
were able to complete their search and find the Child. 

Verse 11 graphically portrays the eastern custom of obeisance: falling with 
head to the ground, signifying homage and submission. The presentation of gifts to 
the Ring of Israel by representative nations is symbolic of the submission of all 
kingdoms to the one Ring. All kings will bow down to Him, and all nations will 
serve Him (Ps. 72:11). The newborn Ring is Ring of all the world, and the appropri
ate homage shall be paid Him by all nations. 

Suggested outline: 

Kingdom Conflict 

I. The Introit for the Epiphany of our Lord concludes with the refrain "All kings 
will bow down to God and all nations will serve him." The Gradual for the day 
exhorts us to "ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name." A basic sociological 
principle calls for a place for everything and everything in its own place. When 
things (and people) are misplaced or dislocated, disorder takes over. Any per
son or thing or idea in our lives that takes over God's place conflicts with our 
godly living. Spiritual life can be chaotic if conflicts of interests claim the best 
of our thoughts. The powers of two kingdoms are at work here: the kingdom of 
God and the kingdoms of this world. This is a kingdom conflict. 

II. Even in the secular world, the message of Christ's birth stands for peace and 
joy. But peace and peace talks are threats to those who rule solely by power 
and might. Their foundations shake when messages of peace and joy echo in 
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the air. Herod saw this challenge coming his way. He sensed a threat to his rule 
which he had worked so hard to achieve by hook or by crook. The king of Judea 
heard that threat as he listened to the Magi's question, "Where is the one who 
has been born king of the Jews?" 

III. This question shook up the Jewish authorities as well. It was an equal menace 
to the wisdom of the traditional religious scholars of the day that knowledge of 
the birth of the king of the Jews had been revealed to leaders of Gentile na
tions. God's way of bringing His Light to the nations may sometimes surprise 
those who are already His. 

IV. At the birth of Christ a new Ruler has come into the world, One who rules the 
world with truth and grace. He rules differently from the kings of the earth. 
His kingdom is not of this world. The norm of His kingdom is righteousness, 
peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. He rules as king and shepherd, caring and 
guiding, providing and leading. 

V. This Ring is no threat to anything that is not party to the powers of this dark 
world and to the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. The Magi from 
the east followed the star rising from the eastern horizon. That star led them 
to the birthplace of the Messiah, the Shepherd-Ring of God's people. The Star 
has risen (Luke 1:78). The light of the Gospel of the glory of Christ (2 Cor. 4:4) 
is the light that lightens Jew and Gentile to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth. In Christ, Jew and Gentile reconcile as they are first 
reconciled with God. In this kingdom there is no conflict. 

Victor Raj 

The Baptism of Our Lord 
First Sunday after the Epiphany 

Matthew 3:13-17 
January 9,2005 

Though the text starts with verse 13, it helps to recall (in the previous verses) 
with John the Baptist's sharp exchange with the Jewish leaders who have come to 
see what is up. They would boost themselves, based on the Abraham tie, but John 
considered them lower than others who had come there in true repentance. But 
with verse 14 things turn, in a sense, and John finds himself on the "unworthy side" 
(as he sees things). The leaders had been unworthy of John's baptism, but now 
John and his baptism are unworthy of Jesus—or so John thinks. Unwilling to 
accept the position of a superior in baptizing Jesus, John wants the tables turned. 
And we can hardly blame him. We'd likely protest as well, if we would be honest in 
our self-assessment. 

But Jesus knows better, knows that He must put Himself in the lowliest 
spot—and He will indeed do that by being the Lamb on whom rests the sin of the 
world. All sins from all people for all time—it gets no lower than that. In lining up 
for baptism (let alone not standing with the pharisaical critics), Jesus makes it 
plain that He knows what He is to be about. He sides not only with those who had 
come that day in repentance but also with all who ought to be there throughout the 
history of the world. When He puts Himself in that position, He most certainly can 
ask John to baptize Him. John does it, not because he inherently is better than 
Jesus but because of the role or the reality Jesus has put on Himself. John has a 
role as well; and he, too, is faithful. This is hardly the end— it is rather the start of 
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what the public will see. But it is a significant start worth our attention, not just a 
quick and forgettable first step because things have to start somewhere. The bap
tism sign of submission to the Father's will and the Father's business signals the 
role, sets the tone, and points out the path Jesus is to take as the sin-bearer. 

Who knows how many people John had baptized, but there had certainly been 
none like this One. What John did was raised up to a one-of-a-kind status by what 
comes next, the voice and the dove. God once brought old Israel through a Red Sea 
baptism of sorts and signaled that they were His own. Now comes a signal that 
this is the true Israel with the Father's voice and the Spirit dove. But though old 
Israel stumbled often in the wilderness and though God still kept them safe, this 
true Israel, Jesus, would do better with Satan and temptation in the forty days 
(not to mention the three years) to come. Who He is and what He does—Christology 
and soteriology—come together. 

There are no shortcuts on the road to Jerusalem, but one step after another, 
starting here. With such a beginning there ought to be no doubt who this Jesus is; 
though a few years later, with heaven silent and day turned to night at Calvary, one 
might wonder what went wrong. In fact, nothing goes wrong. John gets his role right 
after his exchange with Jesus. Jesus gets His role right by siding with those who 
had come in need of repentance and taking on the sin of all. And the Father would 
speak again through the resurrection to make sure there is no doubt that what 
started well is seen to end well. Jesus sided with sinners, and the Father and 
Spirit sided with Jesus the Christ, anointed in the Jordan. That's a powerful 
lesson, an encouragement for us who were not there for John's baptism, to be 
numbered with His disciples, but who are part of Jesus' crowd by virtue of our 
baptism into His death and resurrection, accomplished to take away the sin of the 
world. 

It is quite a dramatic episode, one that sets Jesus apart. And those now who 
bear His name live in the aftermath of what He did, also set apart from the world 
even while living and witnessing within it. Sharp lines and clear distinctions are 
all around. Thankfully for us, these are not something we must do, but a differ
ence—being the Father's children—that we enjoy because of the work, the ministry 
begun here at the Jordan and carried to completion by Jesus the Christ, Jesus our 
Savior. Because He sides with sinners in His ministry, we can side with the Father 
because of the salvation given us. Think of Luther's "happy exchange" motif: He 
takes our place, and we stand in His. And because we know that the Father was 
well pleased, not only at the Jordan but also on Easter, we know that we baptized 
children stand with faith, not in sin but in righteousness. 

Taking a Stand 

I. Jesus stands up for His person/work and stands with sinners. 
II. The Father and Spirit stand with Jesus, who is accepted for that person/work. 
III. God—Father, Son, and Spirit—stand with us, baptized and redeemed for Jesus' 

sake. 
Robert Rosin 
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Second Sunday after the Epiphany 
John 1:29-41 

January 16,2005 

Preliminary considerations: The season of Epiphany in the church's calendar 
gives specific emphasis to Christian witnessing. Note that in Series A, B, and C, 
John 1:1-18 is the Gospel lesson for the Second Sunday after Christmas, the Sun
day most congregations celebrate the Epiphany. Epiphany Sunday is followed by 
the Baptism of our Lord for which the appointed Gospel lesson is the Biblical 
narrative of the same from one of the Synoptic Gospels. On the Second Sunday 
after the Epiphany, however, all series contain a reading from the early part of 
John's Gospel that "manifests" the Lord. In Series A the text is John 1:29-41. 

Textual matters: In John 1:15, the Gospel writer states that John the Baptist 
was testifying (μαρτυράω) concerning Jesus. Verse 19 is John the Baptist's own 
testimony (μαρτυρία) that he is not the Christ but just a voice calling in the wilder
ness, preparing the way for the Coming One. The actual testimony concerning the 
Messiah begins with John's own confession and its heavenly attestation (v. 32). 

Jesus' baptism had already taken place; and Andrew and his brother, Simon 
Peter, had been convinced by the testimony of the Holy Spirit that Jesus was the 
designated Messiah (v. 41). Twice in our text, however, John's own testimony speci
fies that Jesus is the Lamb of God (w. 29,36), who takes away the sin of the world. 
By employing this kind of language, John gives a paschal interpretation to the life 
and mission of Jesus Christ. Christ is the Passover Lamb who takes away the sin 
of the world. Thus in this text John the Baptist portrays preeminently Jesus' 
préexistence, His Sonship, and the uniqueness of His mission in this world for the 
salvation of all people. Consequently, while John 1:1-14 remains the prologue to 
the entire Gospel, the testimony of John the Baptist concerning Jesus Christ is the 
appropriate introduction to the accounts in the Gospel that testify to Christ as the 
Savior of the world. 

Jesus took away the totality of sins and secured their forgiveness, removing 
the guilt of all sinners who put their trust in Him. No longer are animal sacrifices 
offered for taking away the sins of ignorance, of commission, and of omission, as 
was practiced in Judaism. One sacrifice, once and for all, of the Lamb of God has 
taken away the sins of the whole world. 

In Jesus, His disciples come and see a unique contact between heaven and 
earth. At His invitation they transition from being followers of the Judaic tradi
tions and rituals to being proclaimers of the Gospel of salvation which unfolded in 
front of their eyes in the person and work of Jesus Christ. John the Baptist's 
testimony concerning Jesus Christ is the litmus test that distinguishes the true 
Gospel from all aberrations. 

Suggested outline: 

Test and Testify 

I. Gospel proclamation is the unique privilege of the Christian church. The church 
proclaims the Gospel so that people may "obtain the faith" (cf. AC V and VII). 
In our world of pluralism and competing ideologies that foster a false sense of 
spiritual fulfillment, numerous religions may be cited that either offer a dif
ferent "Gospel" or promote an ideology in the name of the Gospel. Equally real 
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is the messinese in ministry where the messenger and not the Gospel message 
can easily claim the center of attention. Those who proclaim the Gospel, as 
well as those who listen, must therefore test the spirit that evokes such mes
sages and heed the true Gospel that saves. 

II. As soon as John the Baptist has borne his witness, he disappears from the 
scene. In his public ministry as the forerunner of the Christ, he has no other 
function to perform except to prepare the way for the Messiah (1:7). John's 
revolutionary messages may have prompted the Jewish authorities at the 
time to question his identity as well as the integrity of his proclamation (1:19-
22). Leaving no room for any confusion (1:20), John freely confessed that nei
ther his person nor his office should be confused with those of the Messiah, 
whose job it was to enter this world and become the expiation for sin. Such 
confession of faith was beyond reason even for John, because there was a time 
when John himself had not known Him (as the Messiah). But now John knows 
that the Messiah will increase, while he, His forerunner, will decrease. 

III. Gospel proclamation may be appearing in different packages. Doubtless, spe
cific expressions in the New Testament witness about our Lord and His min
istry speak directly to particular situations and to specific people. Even then, 
truth be told, Gospel proclamation is never complete until Christ is proclaimed 
as the Lamb who takes away the sin of the world. Proclaiming this message 
confirms the testimony of Christ also among believers (1 Cor. 1:6). 

IV. The invitation to "come and see," which our Lord extended to the first disciples 
He also extends to the church today in order to invite to His fold those outside 
the faith. To see the Lord in the Gospel sense is to know Him as He really is 
(John 14:9). To make Him known to the world is the emphasis of the Epiphany 
season. We invite those of the world to come and see the One who has taken 
away their sins as well. While testing the different spirits of our time that 
circumvent the church's mission, we testify with confidence to the Lord who 
saves. 

Victor Raj 

Third Sunday after the Epiphany 
Matthew 4:12-23 
January 23,2005 

In Matthew 4:17 Jesus begins His public ministry by preaching in Galilee, 
thereby fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah (9:1-2), which Matthew quotes in verses 
15-16. Starting at verse 18 Jesus begins the process of calling His disciples. Preach
ing and discipling are two steps in Jesus laying the groundwork for the establish
ment of the Christian church. 

The most striking words of the text are Jesus' command and promise, "Come, 
follow me, and I will make you fishers of men." "Come, Follow Me" are three simple 
words, but not a simple command to obey. These words do not resonate very well 
with most people today. They contain a difficult message to proclaim in our world 
of self-centered people who want to be personally in charge of their lives, what they 
do, and even the environment in which they live, to the degree that is possible. 
Today no one wants to be second or third. The old expression, "Too many chiefs and 
not enough Indians," certainly applies today. Everyone wants to be in charge. When 
we hear complaints about the glass ceiling, it is in reference to corporate board 
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rooms and top executive suits. We don't hear about people concerned with fair 
representation in the service sector of the job market, such as trash collectors or 
cleaning maids for motels. 

Jesus' call is unique. He called His disciples, as He continues to call us, to 
servanthood, to self-denial, to complete submission to an overlord, and to willing
ness to forsake all and follow Him. It was not a call to pursue a comfortable life. It 
was a call that might even require the ultimate sacrifice of martyrdom, as was the 
case for most of Jesus' disciples and is still the case today for missionaries in some 
countries. "Follow Me" means living the kind of life Jesus lived-a life of love, mercy, 
humility, and servitude. It means accepting the message that Jesus taught, and 
looking forward to the same goal, namely, reunion with His Father in heaven. 

One of the reasons young people today (especially those down a little way on the 
social scale) want to go to an elite, first-class college or university is that matricula
tion at one of these schools will enable them to rub shoulders and network with 
individuals who will become powerful leaders and financially successful people of 
tomorrow. Jesus didn't call men recognized as the movers and shakers in their soci
ety. Jesus, for the most part, called common, blue-collar, working-class people. He 
called them in the midst of their work. To follow Him meant giving up their livelihood 
and abandoning the equipment they had invested in. Following Jesus meant leaving 
all behind. It meant following a complete stranger with no known track record of 
success in His field. Humanly speaking, Jesus was a neophyte at what He was doing 
and a stranger to the men He was calling to discipleship. 

Jesus' call to discipleship was not an option for Peter, Andrew, James, and 
John. God did not give them a choice of accepting or refusing. There were no quali
fications or conditions that they could insist on before accepting. There are ample 
instances of this aspect of discipleship throughout Scripture-Jonah, who couldn't 
run away and hide, Amos (7:14-15), and St. Paul. It is noteworthy that not one of 
the twelve men Jesus called into apostleship refused. Of course, Scripture also 
records examples of people who refused Christ's call to repentance, but we know of 
no one who succeeded in refusing His call to discipleship. 

This text provides the pastor with an excellent opportunity to reflect on what 
it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ, to weigh the demands, and count the cost 
of discipleship. The pastor can also call attention to the joys of being a follower of 
Jesus Christ. An excellent resource for further material is Martin Franzmann's 
Follow Me: Discipleship According to Saint Matthew (St. Louis: Concordia, 1961). 

Suggested outline: 

Come, Follow Me 

I. The call to discipleship is 
A. A call from God. 
B. A call extended to ordinary people. 

II. The expectations of discipleship are 
A. Complete submission to God and His will for their lives. 
B. Sacrifices in terms of their earthly lives. 

III. The work of disciples is 
A. To live their Christian faith. 
B. To proclaim the Gospel. 
C. To build up the church. 

Quentin F. Wesselschmidt 
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Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany 
Matthew 5:1-12 

January 30,2005 

Preliminary considerations: With a relatively short Epiphany season in this 
church year's calendar, the fourth Sunday after the Epiphany has become the Sun
day before the Transfiguration of our Lord, at the threshold of the Lenten season. 
Epiphany is the season for the celebration of the Gospel for all people, with a 
specific focus on mission to the Gentiles. During this season Christians transcend 
their comfort zones and become involved in God's mission among those who do not 
yet know Him as their Savior. As much as the Lord is the Glory of His people Israel, 
He is manifest as the Light for revelation to the Gentiles (Luke 2:32). The Lenten 
season is soon to cast the Lord's glory in a new light, since then He Himself will go 
to the cross to fulfill all righteousness. 

Notes on the text: Along with the Ten Commandments, the Beatitudes have 
become a set of guidelines for most people who aspire to "righteous living." As it 
has been true of Mahatma Gandhi of India, this is a popular text from Scripture 
that people, regardless of their individual religious orientation, look to as an incen
tive to strive toward moral perfection. 

Consequently, there are at least two different ways of understanding this text 
which stands as a prelude to the Sermon on the Mount. The popular way is to read 
this as a guide to moral practice and spiritual living at its best, however difficult it 
is to achieve such a goal. The other, which we follow here, is to recognize through 
this text how all of us fall short of the glory of God; for with all good intentions, no 
human being is ever able to measure up to God's standard of righteousness. Chris
tians humbly acknowledge that in terms of living by the letter of the Law, they are 
no competition for the Pharisees and the teachers of the law. And our Lord made it 
unequivocally clear that no one will enter God's kingdom unless their righteous
ness surpasses that of the Jewish authorities (5:20). Furthermore, under Scrip
tural warrant the righteousness of a righteous man will not save him when he 
disobeys (Ezek. 33:12). The pious and religiously righteous acts that Jewish tradi
tion stipulated were definitely out of step with the way Jesus explained righteous 
living. Sinners that we are, God's imputed righteousness enables us to live in this 
world as witnesses to the saving Gospel of our Lord. 

The Beatitudes express the "happiness" of those who desire the life God wants 
them to live. Matthew narrates this "blessed state" as the experience of those who 
live under God's kingly rule in His kingdom. In our text nine successive statements 
begin with the word μακάριοι, each stating a specific reason for the blessed state of 
believers and the ultimate outcome of their happiness. The unambiguously unique 
Christian distinctive of the Beatitudes is evident at the conclusion of this pericope. 
Verses 3 through 10 are one-line descriptions of some universal truths, as it were. 
Actions have consequences. In verse 11, however, the verb forms change to direct 
address. Thus the speech is addressed to a specific people. The people of God are 
alerted to the persecutions that lie ahead as they live out their faith in Jesus 
Christ. Their experience is backed up by history, by the prophets who spoke in the 
Lord's name and endured persecution. In the face of persecution God's people do 
not give up hope because great rewards await those who endure such hardship for 
Christ's sake. 

When endured for righteousness' sake ÇévtKtv δικαιοσύνης) and for Christ's 
sake (ev€K€v Χριστού) persecutions take on specific meaning. Human and humane 
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expressions of the kingdom touch the lives of the poor, the meek, the peacemakers 
and those who mourn. For those who engage in such kingdom activities for Christ's 
sake, He has become their advocate (παράκλητος, 1 John 2:1) before God. They know 
that their approval comes ultimately from God, who satisfies and fills with good 
things the thirsty and the hungry (Ps. 107:9; cf. Luke 1:53). Those who serve the 
needs of others for the sake of the Lord and His kingdom (10:22; 21:32) identify 
with their Lord and walk in the way of righteousness. For them a reward awaits: a 
reward that stems from the grace of God, who gives them the kingdom both in the 
present and in the future. To receive the kingdom is to enter eternal fife. 

The Beatitudes describe the state of the redeemed. At God's initiative the 
poor and virtuous inherit God's kingdom and await full vindication at the consum
mation. Clothed with God's imputed righteousness, they fulfill His saving pur
poses. For those who have placed their trust in Jesus Christ as Savior, righteous
ness is accomplishing God's will for them in its fullness, which is the goal of Chris
tian discipleship. Proper Christian discipleship becomes a witness of our faith as 
we act mercifully toward others in the community. 

The "pure in heart" (καθαροί τη καρδία, v. 8) refers to the inner core of God's 
people—their thoughts and motivation—and hence calls for an internalizing of 
our Lord's directions for righteous living, and, consequently for the integrity of 
outward actions as they come from the bottom of the believer's heart. The reference 
to seeing God (τον Geòv οψονται) is eschatological in tone. Purity of heart and inner 
peace are God's gifts to His people. Implicit in all the Beatitudes, nevertheless, is 
a call to judgment on those who do not heed God's call. 

In verse 9 the Beatitudes reach a climax that introduces peace and its rela
tionship to the kingdom. Those who work for peace God's way are God's children. 
God's kingdom comes without human effort, as the meaning of the Second Petition 
of the Lord's Prayer in Martin Luther's Catechism shows: The coming of God's 
kingdom to us "takes place in two ways: first, it comes here, in time, through the 
Word and faith; and second, in eternity, it comes through revelation, that is at the 
second coming of Christ" (Kolb-Wengert, Book of Concord, 447). 

The "peacemakers" (ol Ειρηνοποιοί) as a noun occurs only here in New Testa
ment; although St. Paul uses the aorist participle 6ΐρηνοποιήσας in Colossians 1:20, 
graphically portraying Christ's redemptive work on the cross. In our text Jesus 
announces the kingdom and explains that its inheritance belongs to the children of 
God, who live in peace. Contrary to the zealots and other revolutionaries, it is the 
peacemakers who inherit the kingdom. As the Lord's kingdom comes without our 
efforts, our entrance to it is also not the result of our efforts. 

Suggested outline: 

The Right and the Righteous 

I. Regular church attendance may not be at its best these days in many nations, 
but religion is not irrelevant for the majority of people. Our world may be 
fraught with relativism, but most of us still value our ability to know right 
from wrong. For most Americans, even those who may not be all that religious, 
what is good is what is in the "Good Book," the Bible. With right intentions we 
try to do what is right. 

II. For those who take morality at its face value, at first sight the Beatitudes 
suggest the "Ten Steps to Right Living." But soon we see in the same Scripture 
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how difficult it is to keep in step with the directions in that little handbook. 
More than a motivation for virtuous living, this is counsel from a righteous 
God who settles for nothing less than His righteousness. The words show us 
how we fall short of doing what is right before God. They also assure us how 
God has made us right with Himself through Christ Jesus. 

III. According to Scripture, those who trust in God and obey His will are the blessed 
(Ps. 1). Through Christlike eyes they take cognizance of the unity that binds 
them to their society and to the world. The Beatitudes therefore display three 
major Christian features: (1) Christians do not simply resign from this world 
of harassment, resentment and sorrow; they endure hardship trusting in the 
righteousness of their Lord Christ. (2) Christians rise above their pharisaic 
legalism and submit to the weightier matters of the Law (Matt. 23:23). They 
do this by maturing in their faith in Christ and rising above the elementary 
teachings of the world (Col. 2:8, 20). (3) Christian happiness does have a 
worldly character: in acting justly, loving mercy, and walking humbly with our 
God amid the struggles within God's created order, we find true happiness 
through Christ. 

IV. Christians are blessed because of the Blessed One whom they trust. What 
they do in the world does not depend on them, but on the merits of Christ, who 
has done everything right in their stead. Trusting in the Lord, they do what is 
right—not as they ought but as they are able. Even when they go wrong, they 
are counted righteous before God because it is His righteousness that counts. 

Victor Raj 
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