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Words of Faith …
The series of article which will begin appearing weekly in the TP were first published in Iron County, Michigan in 1993. Some of these articles will help set the tone of this column in preparation for the public to ask questions to be answered in print.  The first article is a response to Editor Don Maki of the local paper, The Reporter, who posed a series of inquires around the challenge: “Do ‘good guys’ finish first or last?”

Dear Don:

You posed some rather interesting yet common questions and challenges in your article.

First of all, the title question of your article cannot be answered.  There is no such thing as a ‘good guy.’  The Bible knows of no such person, except One.  There are people, like Abraham, who by faith were considered righteous by God.  But as you look at his life, he was not good.  People can be justified, that is declared innocent before God by faith in Jesus, but they are not ‘good’ in the sense that you used the word.  ‘Good’ as you used it, is a human label.  God’s Word in Psalm 51:1 lets us know that we are conceived sinful, not good, and Romans 3:23 that all have sinned and fall short of God’s glory.  Thus, the question you pose as the title of your article cannot be answered.  There are no ‘good guys.’

You spoke of no church attendance because of religious wars.  That is just one of the many excuses people make for not worshipping.  It is difficult to understand the distinction between what the Bible says and what sinful, imperfect, fallible human beings do with what God says.  The information contained within the Bible is still valid for people to gain a faith in Jesus, which faith will assure them of an eternal life in heaven after death.  Yet people, who will not become perfect in this life, but can stand forgiven before God by faith in Jesus, will still go off the deep end on things.  Human actions do not invalidate, negate or change God’s promises contained within Scripture.

Let’s also make a distinction between humanly generated religion, (call it civil or civic religion in the U.S.) and God given information.  You talk about honest skepticism, OK, BUT, if you or anyone is a skeptic, does it not follow that honest forthright investigation should take place?  Especially by a reporter?  This investigation has not occurred, based on the comments of your article.  Example:  One could make an argument of God’s Word saying, “If you are good, good things will happen to you.”  The only problem is, Jesus Himself says, “No one is good except One, namely God.”  Mark 10:18.  Therefore no good could or should ever happen to any of us.  So now what do you do?  John 3:16

The various questions you posed throughout your article are questions which are being asked daily in our community and country.  The vast majority of them, if not all of them, can be answered by an honest study of the Word of God, the Bible.

If a person wants answers he should investigate.  I am open to helping people investigate what the Bible teaches.  That is my calling.  For the hard skeptic, I would encourage him / her to investigate what Christian denominations teach, and then look at Islam, Buddhism, and others.  Then ask the simple question: “Where is the authority for any answer found?  In the teacher’s 

opinions or strong personality?  In a variety of sources and authors? Or is the answer found in God’s Word, simply stated without interpretation or imposed meanings and preconceived notions?”  Then ask one more question, since you already know that no one is ‘good’ except God, “who gets the credit for being forgiven, for doing good, for a person going to heaven?  God or people?  If people get the credit for doing good, you have left the realm of the Christian Gospel.  Let the skeptic beware!
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Words of Faith …

Prophesying the end of the world …

As we (perhaps) approach war again, some people will begin to worry about the end of the world.  And in considering this prospect, the prophecies of Nostradamus will be a topic of conversation.   The fulfilling of his prophecies and the thought of the end of the world usually evokes some fear in people, for supposedly he has prophesied the date of the end of the world.

The man was Michael de Nostradame.  Latinized his name was Nostradamus.  He was a highly intelligent and gifted individual born at noon on December 14, 1503.  His family converted from Judaism to Christianity when he was about nine.  It is important to note that the Jewish element of Nostradamus’s childhood was trying to decipher prophecies and was greatly influenced by Jewish occult literature.

Nostradamus wrote quatrains, four line poems, in French, about what he saw as he practiced an occult form of divination.  The opening two quatrains of his prophecies clearly describe the occult methodologies which he used.  The second quatrain even notes that some ‘god’ was present and sat with him as he looked into the future.  The descriptions that he gives show that he is practicing the same method of divination that the Apollonian oracles of Bronchus practices in classical times, and he is using some of the methods of the 4th Century neo-Platonist Iamblichus, whose book, De Mysterii Egyptorum was published in 1547.  The key to notice in all of this is that Nostradamus is into the occult, Satanic practices.  That fact makes what he had done and the information he has given spiritually dangerous.  The information does not come from God, but through some satanic force. Now, why would anyone want to mess with such things?

People like to know what is going to happen.  If we know something is about to occur, we think we can cope better.  The future is a big unknown.  How can we deal with all that MIGHT happen? One way to deal with it is through the kind of sorcery that Nostradamus engaged in.  If he knew the future then he could be prepared and survive.  It is the same thinking that gets people to believe in horoscopes, palm readers, fortune tellers, Ouija boards, and the like.  From a Christian point of view the need to know the details of the future means a lack of trust in God, God Who has promised to care for us regardless of the circumstances of the world around us, God Who has given the ultimate care which people need by sending Jesus to suffer and die so that by faith in Him, we can be forgiven and live eternally with God in heaven.  This attitude of needing to know or even manipulate the future is a breaking of the First Commandment, “You shall have no other gods besides Me.”  No trust in God means that we have to look to see what will happen in the future so that we can take care of the future ourselves.  Bottom line:  Using the list of future revealing activities listed above turns the human being into a god, because the human being trusts himself / herself to take care of the future.  This breaks the First Commandment.

Nostradamus’ predictions in some ways are surprisingly accurate.  But, from the opening description he gives, we know the prophecies come from the devil.  They are fascinating reading, but remember, they do come from the mind of Satan.  Is that the kind of thing anyone really wants to involve himself in?  I hope not.
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Words of Faith …

Encouraged by his mother, a young man by the name of Adam writes:  “How can a child like me show that I follow the Ten Commandments every day?  Like, if I am not supposed to kill, is it OK to kill a wasp or cut down a Christmas tree?

Dear Adam:

The commandment you ask about literally reads, “You shall not murder.”  Murder is taking a human life without the authority from God to do so.  Government is given the authority to take a human life only for the punishment of evil.  (Romans 13:4)  Government also gives us the right, in some cases, to take a human life to protect our life.  If we take a human life when we are not in real danger then we are guilty of murdering.

Jesus also tells us that if we hate people, or we call them names, we are also guilty of committing murder.  (Matthew 5:21-22)  Jesus would have us show love to everyone just as He showed loved to the entire world by dying on the cross for the sins of everyone in the world regardless of who they are.

God also gave people this plant to use for our benefit.  Trees are here for our use and so when we cut them down to us as Christmas trees, or to make paper, we are using what God has given us to use.  We are not murdering.  People are also to take care of the planet.  So when we cut down tress, for whatever use, we should also be replacing them so that there will be more to use by ourselves and others as God intended.

If you kill bugs because they endanger you, you are not breaking the Commandment.  But if you destroy the wasp’s nest just to watch them fly around and be angry, you are not taking care of the planet God has given us.  Since God put things together in a special way, we break the First Commandment when we thoughtlessly destroy part of God’s wonderful creation.

Here is a summary of how to keep the other commandments:  Do not trust anything other than God for your health, wealth, or eternal future.  Use God’s name when you want to talk to Him.  Worship Him by going to church and reading His Bible.  Obey your parents and teachers and those who rule our country, unless they go against God’s Word.  Don’t get mad at others, call them names, or wish bad things to happen to them.  Don’t tell dirty jokes, and when you get married, stay faithful to your spouse.  Only speak good things about other people.  Be satisfied with what God gives you and help others keep what God has given them.

Question:  Why would you, or anyone, want to keep God’s Commandments?  No one can keep them perfectly, so you cannot expect to get a reward from God for keeping His Law. (Mark 10:17-27)  Answer:  The Christian keeps God’s Commandments as a way of telling God, “Thank You!” for sending Jesus to die on the cross to establish forgiveness of sins.  Since people cannot get themselves into heaven by living perfectly, Jesus has to live perfectly for us.  When you believe that Jesus lived and died for you, you have the gift of forgiveness for all your sins and the gift of heaven for all eternity.  That is a lot for which to be thankful.  God would have us tell Him “Thank You!” by keeping His Commandments. (Galatians 3)  Every time you do what God tells you to do in the Commandments, you show God how much you appreciate Jesus Who died for you!
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Words of Faith … Will heaven be boring?

A reader asks:  Life sometimes gets pretty tedious after many years of the same routine.  How will those who manage to get to heaven spend eternity without it getting boring after 300 or a couple of thousand years?

Dear reader:  Yours is not an unusual question.  To answer, let’s put together a variety of things we do know from God’s holy, inerrant, inspired Word.  

1)  We are imperfect people. We live with the results of sin in each of us, not only in terms of actually sinning, but also in terms of emotions and feelings that do not function as God intended.

2)  When God made man (Humanity was made!  It did not evolve!) He made humanity perfect.  Adam and Eve functioned, lived, and existed in perfect harmony with God.  They were perfectly human.   Eden was given to them to enjoy and maintain.  They therefore had harmony and purpose.  No boredom.  By their sin, which also now affects you and me in a whole variety of ways, dissatisfaction with our God-given life and the conditions of our existence arose.  Boredom is one of those less than perfect attitudes.

3)  We live within time.  Time is one of God’s creations.  Since the only experience we have is living within time, it is all but impossible for us to imagine eternity, either a state of timelessness or of unending time.

4)  No one “manages” to get to heaven.  Life in heaven is a gift of God which a person inherits by trusting that the perfect life, the innocent suffering and death and the glorious resurrection from the dead of Jesus was done FOR us.  We receive this gift of faith from God the Holy Spirit either through baptism or by hearing the Word of God about our sins and about our Saviour, Jesus.  (I Peter 3:21  Romans 10:17 )  We do not generate our own faith, (Ephesians 2:8- 9), it is not our work.  Thus God is creating the conditions by which we are given heaven.  It is impossible for man to manage to get himself into heaven. (Mark 10:27)  God makes it possible for you to get into His heaven through Jesus’ work.

Why won’t you get bored?  In heaven, the sinful human nature to which we are bound in this existence will no longer be attached to us.  It is left here and buried in the ground.  We will, by faith / trust in Jesus Christ alone for our salvation, exist in heaven in a state of perfect harmony with God.  The joy that the believer will experience will remain undiminished because of the perfection we will receive through the merits of Jesus Christ.  The existence that we were originally made to live and have will finally be ours.  

Boredom, an aspect of an imperfect human existence, will not be a concern; it will not be an emotion we will ever again experience.  Nothing will get old, especially the experience of being in and fully enjoying the presence of the God of love Who sent Jesus to live and die for us so that by faith in Jesus we could live with Him in eternity.  Also consider the fact that God used His only begotten Son to secure heaven for people, and with such a valuable sacrifice on His part to get us into heaven, we can be confident that He has taken care of the smallest details to make His heaven an eternal, non-boring, joy for us.
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Three gods or One God?

Paraphrasing Cindy she writes …  I have had several discussions with a fellow Christian and she has expressed a concern that we have divided God into three gods as we pray or talk about Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? Is the Trinity One God or three gods?

God, as He has revealed Himself to us, is only one God, but is three persons.  That is the mystery of the person of God which He has revealed to us but has not explained to us.  In our finite minds the infinite God is not understandable.  He has described His existence, but has not explained how that is possible.  We conclude that our minds cannot comprehend His total being.

As for the Trinity, God has always explained and described Himself in the plural but has stated that He is only one God.  In Genesis one, we have the plurality of God described in terms of God (that is the Father), the Word of God (See the opening of St. John’s Gospel!) which proceeds from His mouth and affects creation, and the Spirit of God which hovers of the face of the deep.  We have in the very first chapter of the Bible, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.   And yet God is still One just as the creed of the Old Testament states, “Hear, O Israel, the LORD our God, the LORD is one.”  Not three Gods, but one God revealed in three persons.

Jesus, as a believing Israelite, declared many times in worship in synagogues and in the Temple in Jerusalem that God was One.  Jesus was God.  So was His Father Who declared His pleasure with His Son at His baptism,   so was the Holy Spirit Who descended upon Jesus at His baptism.  Yet these are not three gods but one God.  Our minds cannot fathom the Trinity although we can describe it.

The basis for calling God the Trinity is found at the end of Matthew in the words of Jesus when He tells His disciples that they are to baptize in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  The crucified and risen Jesus declares the three persons of God as God.  There definitely are not three gods, only one God, but that God exists in three persons (plural) Who are God (singular).

This inability of finite man to comprehend and explain the infinite has resulted in many splits throughout the Christian church over the centuries.  The Athanasian Creed best declares the relationship between the persons of the Trinity and firmly declares that the Trinity is one God.   If you believe the words and description of God in the Athanasian Creed you believe in the God of the Bible, the God Who is only One, yet exists in three persons.  This is the only true God, the only God which provides forgiveness and eternal life.  Believe in Him and you are saved. 
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A relationship of mutual submission

Should people stay married even in situations of abuse?  Wouldn’t it be better to leave before a situation goes from bad to worse or even results in a fatality?

There is no cut and dried answer here.  Each individual circumstance is going to be different with a distinct answer.  Here are some general scriptural considerations.

Marriage was established by God for the pro-creation of children and for the mutual benefit of the couple.  Dealing only with the mutual benefit aspect now, consider a few concepts.

1.  Ephesians 5:21-33  intends for husband and wife to live together in harmony and,  in a Christian context, being subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.  Wives are to be subject to their husbands.  Husbands are to love their wives even as Christ loved the church and died for the church.  The relationship becomes one of mutual submission.  God’s Word no where says one partner is to be the “punching bag” for the other.  That is never part of a God-pleasing marriage.  If the husband loves his wife so much that she knows he will die for her, why would she not cooperate with him?  With that kind of love, he will never ask her to do anything that would harm her or their life together.  This is the deal.  Harmony.

2. All people are sinners and as a result there are no perfect marriages.  But that lack of perfection does not excuse sinful, hurtful conduct within a marriage.  The Christian who knows the love of God in Christ Jesus forgives when he / she has  been wronged by his / her spouse.  (Forgive means not seeking to get revenge.)  The spouse who has wronged the other is also to repent of the wrong.  (Repent means to change one’s mind, attitude, and actions.)  So the erring partner is to have a change of mind about the abusive action and change conduct.  This will take the help of the Holy Spirit.

3. We are each given our life as a gift of God to maintain.  NO ONE, especially your spouse, has the right or privilege to harm that God-given life.  Just the opposite.  Each partner is to support the life of the other.

4. Divorce is never commanded by God.  Divorce is a sin.  But knowing the problems of sinful, imperfect human beings, divorce is permitted for adultery and / or desertion.  Divorce is forgiven by faith in Jesus and trust in His death on the cross.  But don’t use the promise of forgiveness as an excuse for committing the sin of divorce.

In a general statement let’s say this:  Abuse in a marriage is desertion of that marriage, for the activity of abuse goes contrary to all that God established marriage to be.  The abused partner has a choice: reconcile or separate / divorce.  Reconciliation would have to mean that the abusing partner repent,  have a change of mind about the appropriateness of abusing, that is, desire to change and with proper spiritual and perhaps psychological help (Christian counseling) make the necessary changes in thinking and action.  To simply say, “I’m sorry!” and continue to abuse is NOT  enough  Marriage is for mutual support.  Marriage was not designed to accommodate abuse.

More next week.
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A Relationship of Mutual Submission,  Part II

Last time we discussed  relationships in marriage and the fact that marriage was not intended by God to give someone a “punching bag,” but was meant by God to create a relationship of mutual support and love.   Now, concerning the abused partner …

The abused partner is responsible to God for the life which God has given that person. (Note that the husband or wife can be the abused partner.  Abuse is not limited to men only.)  Until the abuser has changed, the abused will take the appropriate action to protect his / her life.  Whether that means leaving temporarily or permanently, or taking a chance and remaining with the abuser, the person’s action will depend upon the attitude and actions of the abuser.  It is my understanding that abuse is such a deeply ingrained psychological problem that real change is quite difficult.  It takes a long time to affect functional change.  At times, it may be impossible because of the abuser’s attitude.  Thus the abused spouse is practically forced out of the marriage by the abuser.  It is truly a sad situation, not at all pleasing to God Who established marriage as a gift to the people He made.

Two things need to be stressed:  1. Remember the forgiveness Christ has for all those who believe in Him.  He does not seek to get revenge for your sins against Him.  He paid for your sins by His suffering and death on the cross and through His glorious resurrection from the dead.  Do not seek to get revenge against the one who has wronged you.  Forgive as you have been forgiven. By faith in Jesus receive His forgiveness for whatever sins you have committed as a result of the abuse, and go on with your life.

At the same time, remember, you have a God-given responsibility to protect yourself.  Not seeking to get revenge, or forgiving, does not mean you must continue to place yourself in a position or situation in which your God-given life is endangered and constantly harmed.

2. Pray for the abuser.  It is absolutely critical for the Christian to pray for those who have hurt you.  Remember, Christ has forgiven you all your sins and intercedes for your at God’s throne.  The Christian is an imitator of Christ.  If Christ can pray for you who remain a sinner, you can pray for the one who sins against you.  Pray that God would work on that troubled soul.  Pray that He would change the abuser by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Pray for that change that both partners might again live in harmony to the glory of the God Who made each person, Who redeemed each person through Jesus Christ, and Who desires that each Christian spouse live in Christian harmony with the other.

This answer is general, at best simplistic.  The specifics in each situation will affect the actions of all concerned.  For more details feel free to call.

Next week’s question:  A discussion group asks:  Wouldn’t it be easier to believe or have faith if we could see some of the miracles such as those which Jesus did during His time on earth?  Why don’t we experience the great miracles such as the parting of the sea or the feeding of thousands with only a couple baskets of fish and bread?
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God is not there for us to direct

A discussion group asked:  Wouldn’t it be easier to believe if we could see miracles like God did in the Old Testament or like Jesus did?

What you are asking for is head knowledge, experience, and proof.  The question is a demand that God prove His existence to you.  That is not faith.  “Faith is being sure of things we hope for, being convinced of the things we cannot see.  For it was on the basis of faith that the men of long ago won God’s approval.”  Hebrews 11:1

Would it be easier?  No.  Go back through Scripture, the history of God intervening and working in this world, and look at what happens to people’s faith as a result of miracles. Take Israel leaving slavery in Egypt as a primary example.  It took ten plagues, ten miraculous destructive events leveled against Egypt before Pharaoh would release Israel from slavery.  Finally, when Pharaoh’s son died, he let Israel go.  But he never believed.

Even Israel had a hard time believing with all that they witnessed.  They headed out of Egypt, aware of God’s saving miracles, and at the first sign of trouble they gave up their faith, complained and challenged Moses’ leadership and God’s care.  Even after they are saved passing through the Red Sea, they forgot God and began to worship an idol within a matter of weeks.  What good did the miracles do them?

Consider one of the miracles of Jesus as another example.  John 9 is about a man born blind receiving his sight from Jesus.  The miracle helped some believe, the man born blind mainly.  But those who were opposed to Jesus became even more ardent detractors.  The miracle worked both ways.  Miracles tend to make some stronger skeptics as well as making some believers and making some believers stronger believers. 

Jesus also tells us about a rich man and a poor man, Lazarus, and their experiences after death.  The rich man asks Abraham to send Lazarus back from the dead so that his brothers will believe and not end up in hell like he has.  Abraham’s answer to the pushy rich man, Luke 16:31:  “ … if they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, (Old Testament Scripture) they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”  Jesus rose from the dead, a miracle, and look at how many still refuse to believe.

Yet miracles occur every day within the life of the Christian church.  People, born enemies of God, continue to be brought into God’s kingdom, made members of His family by the miracles of the gift of faith through the hearing of God’s Word and through Baptism.  This is such a regularly occurring miracle that is has become mundane for some.  And the “miracle” of the Lord’s Supper occurs regularly at our church.  People actually consume the very body and blood of Jesus in, with, and under the simple elements of bread and wine for the forgiveness of sins and for the strengthening of their faith.

You see, the miraculous still occurs.  One must simply open his eyes to the many miracles which occur on a regular basis like the miracle of conception and birth, the miracle of the seasons, the laws of physics, atomic structure, light and our ability to sense it.  When we recognize the miracle of God’s preservation of the universe we should not need anything more.

And don’t forget about the miracle of forgiveness by faith in Jesus, the crucified and risen Saviour of the world.  That is the greatest miracle of all!

Next time:  “Prior to the discovery of medicines, people died sooner.  Was it God’s will to hold off on these discoveries?”  

Words of Faith #9  For April 2, 2003

Whose life is it anyway?

Prior to the discovery of medicine people died sooner.  Was it God’s will to hold off on these discoveries?  Then there is the question of suffering.  People decide to discontinue medicine to die in peace.  How do people know when God aggrees with their decision?

The first question is fairly simple to answer.  God’s will is always done.  He provided the gifts of medicine when He felt it was appropriate.  It’s not that He wanted people to die sooner, but living in a fallen world, people suffered the consequences and died sooner than they do today.  Today God has blessed us with every growing medical knowledge and skills and we live longer.

Now, about ending life …  I will also be addressing the challenge from a reader who says that I have changed God’s God Word by making a distinction between killing and murdering.  In order to answer these concerns we will look at the Commandment, “You shall not murder.”

The Commandment is a prohibition against “murder,” not killing.  In the original Hebrew these are no less than nine different verbs for “kill.”  They can be grouped into four basic categories: (1) Killing of animals for food or sacrifice, (2) General killing as in battle, (3) Execute, (4) Murder, taking a human life without the authority to do so.  The same basic categories are found when you look at the Greek words for “kill” in the New Testament. (1) There are two verbs for the killing of animals, (2) general killing as in battle or even some references to violent killing of humans, (3) execute, and (4) murder, intentional homicide.

Categories 2 & 3 fall under the auspices of government.  In the Old Testament, Leviticus 20 and 24 and Numbers 35 we see very clearly that execution for certain crimes is demanded by God, “capital punishment.”  It is directed for the protection of society.  The same thought is stated in Romans 13 when St. Paul’s inspired words say that government has the power of the sword for the punishment of evil.  Reading those words in the context of the whole Bible, remembering directives to battle, we get a fairly complete idea of what God allows.  Government has the authority to take life to punish evil and protect society.  Therefore, armies, armed police, capital punishment, when used to protect the innocent and punish the evil, are appropriate.  Government must remember it is responsible to God for the proper use of this authority and dare not go beyond the God-given bounds.

This is where the Commandment, “You shall not murder,” comes into play.  Murder is taking a human life without God-given authority.  God clearly defines the boundaries of that authority.  The Hebrew word for “murder” is “ratsach.”  This is the word used in the commandment, not a general word for “kill.”  When Jesus quotes the Commandment in the New Testament He always uses the Greek equivalent, “phoneuo.”  Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the inspired evangelists, all quote Jesus using this term.  The words means: murder, intentional homicide.  There is complete consistency between the Old and New Testaments, between Jesus and Moses.  No one has changed the “Good Word.”

All of this discussion is important because it details for us a very special gift of God which the Commandment is meant to protect: the gift of life.  In order to answer concerns about murder, execution, killing, war, DNR orders, even abortion, we first must see life as a gift of God, a gift on loan to each person, a gift which is to be protected.  You did not create life.  Therefore when answering concerns about life and death we must think in terms of a gift of God and the stewardship of the gift and recall that God has gone to great lengths to educate us about the proper use of His gifts of life to every person.

Next week:  Have we turned life and medicine and medical technolo
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Whose life is it anyway?  Part II

Have we turned life, medicine, medical technology into a “god?”  How does a Christian properly use God’s gifts without turning His gifts into “gods?”

The Commandment, “You shall not murder,” details God’s gift of life to people.  If we look at this Commandment, given AFTER Israel is saved from slavery in Egypt (Exodus 20), we see that God is teaching Israel how to tell Him “Thank You!” for their salvation.  God did not give the Commandments first and say, “When you keep them perfectly, I will save you.”  No.  He saved them first and then taught them how to tell Him, “Thank You !”  for their salvation.  Thanks is expressed to God by keeping the Commandments.

Within the Christian context the same is true.  We do not keep the Commandments in order to be saved.  That is impossible.  But our keeping of the Commandments is a display of our faith and our thankfulness. (See Matthew 25 and James 2:17)   Christ died to save us and we express our deep gratitude by keeping His law.

The Christian believes that Jesus’ death on the cross has paid for all sins.  By faith (Ephesians 2:8-9) you are forgiven your sins.  Now, how are you going to respond in terms of the Commandment, “You shall not murder?”

Your life is a gift of God.  Like all of God’s gifts to people, God expects you to manage them 1) to His glory and 2) to your benefit and the benefit of others.  When we care for our God-given gift of life, we are showing God that we are thankful for His gift of life. When we get enough exercise, eat right, get regular check-ups, we are showing God our thankfulness for His gift of life to each of us.  When the Christian does these things he / she is also expressing his / her thanks to God for His gift of forgiveness and eternal life through faith in Jesus’ suffering, death, and glorious resurrection.

In a situation where the end of physical life is evident, the Christian is faced with decisions which can range from continuing life at all costs to not doing anything but make the person comfortable as death overtakes the person.

Christians are fallible and need love, forgiveness, and guidance from God during their decision making process.  As you begin to wrestle with such decisions, the first thing to keep in mind is the forgiveness of God through faith in Jesus.  Feel free, in that forgiveness, to make decisions based on limited human understanding.  If you are wrong, the forgiveness of Jesus covers you by faith.  But don’t begin the decision making process flippantly, thereby misusing and abusing the gift of forgiveness, planning to sin, to carelessly deal with God’s gift of life and perhaps even plan to end that life.  That is not an attitude of faith.

Consider time, costs, people, Christian witness.  Will God be glorified by sustaining life or will God be praised by the believer’s confident attitude that God is now calling a Christian home, and that Christian can go confidently to be with His Lord?

If you consider only your pain and suffering and your desire to be out from under it, are you trusting God’s promises to be with and care for you regardless of your condition or circumstance?  If your comfort and the alleviation of your suffering are all that is involved in your decision making process, you have turned yourself in a “god.”  You are literally breaking the First Commandment by murdering yourself.  You do not have the authority from God to end your own life!

The original question:” How do people know when God agrees with their decision?” is the wrong question!  What you need to do, by careful study of God’s Word to understand His gift of life and His promises to care for you in all adversities is to ask: “Is my decision one that agrees with God’s Word?”  Is my decision to terminate medical care the best stewardship of all that God has given me?  If not, “What is the best stewardship of God’s life that I am now using?”  Then determine your course of action desiring to show God your thankfulness for forgiveness and eternal life by faith in Jesus.  Everyone’s circumstance will be unique.  But again, don’t use forgiveness by faith in Jesus as an excuse to end life and thus play God.  Always treat your life as the precious gift of God that it is.

Next week:  Do I have to go to church to be a Christian?  There are so many hypocrites in churches!  I just believe and worship on my own!

Words of Faith 11, for April 16, 2003

Is church attendance necessary?

Do I have to go to church to be a Christian?  There are so many hypocrites in churches!  I just believe and worship on my own!

Why do people go to church?  Not to gain heaven or forgiveness!  Jesus Christ suffered and died on the cross to provide forgiveness and eternal life.  You don’t have to provide them for yourself.  If you look at church attendance as a way to gain forgiveness or a way to get to heaven, technically you are a hypocrite.

A hypocrite is a person who is still under God’s judgment regardless of what he is doing.  No amount of “good living” or “good works” count for anything if you have no faith in Jesus and no trust in His innocent suffering and death as the payment for all of your sins and as the only way into heaven.

1. If  sins are paid for by Jesus’ death, and I have that payment credited to me by faith in Jesus, I WANT  to go to church to praise and thank him for what He has GIVEN  me.  I don’t have to go to church.  But because I am thankful for what Jesus has done for me, I go! I am not in church to worry about the sins and failings of other people.  I am in church to hear how Jesus’ death forgives my sins and to have God’s Word and the Sacrament strengthen my faith in Jesus so that regardless of what happens in this life, I always trust in Him for everything and I die confident of my God-given, cross-established place in heaven.

2. A church is not for perfect people!  A church is a place where sin-sick sinners come to hear bout God’s cure for sin: Jesus Christ crucified.  Only perfect people should stay away from church, because they are the ones who don’t need it.  (I have yet to meet a perfect person.)

3. The church is called the Body of Christ.  (I Corinthians 12)  People who believe that Jesus died on the cross to pay for their sins are part of the church, part of the Body of Christ.  The Holy Spirit gives people faith and acts as the placement agent to accomplish our adoption into the Body of Christ, the family of God.  To refuse to go to church is a statement to God that you are refusing membership in His family.  It is a refusal to Jesus to be part of His Body.  If you don’t want what God has given you, how long do you think God wills stay with you?  Besides, as a member of the Body of Christ, you have the support of all the other members of the Body when you worship with other Christians.  How long do you suppose a hand or an eye will live if it is no longer attached to the whole body?  The same is true for that person who tries to be a Christian in a vaccuum.

Jesus created the Church for people because He understood the need we, fallible and weak human beings have for mutual support and comfort, for direction and help pin living God-pleasing lives.  To find excuses not to be part of the Church and to try to go it alone is like telling God He “goofed” when He made the Church for us.  I certainly don’t want to be in that position.

Church attendance is a wonderful privilege and gift of God that members of the Body of Christ will make a point of enjoying.  We, like the Psalmist say, “I was glad when they said unto me, ‘Let us go unto the house of the Lord!’”  That is the attitude of the Christian.  Anything less, any reason or excuse to the contrary, does not originate with the Holy Spirit who has graciously placed people in the Body of Christ through faith in Jesus.  Anything less that joyful anticipation of and participation in worship in not God-pleasing!

Next week … I have found great comfort in “God won’t give you more than you and He together can handle.”  However, if that is true, how do you explain nervous breakdowns, mental illness, etc. among Christians? 

Words of Faith 12  for April 23, 2003

We are not given perfection with faith

I have found great comfort in “God won’t give you more than you and He together can handle.”  However, if that is true, how do you explain nervous breakdowns, mental illness, etc. among Christians?

I Corinthians 10:13:  “No temptation has taken hold you other than that which any human being can expect.  And you can trust God.  He will not let you be tested more than you can stand.  But when you are tested, He will also give you a way out so that you can bear it.”  (GWN)  You are correct.  For the Christian, the assurance from God is there that you will be able to endure whatever trials come to you because your God will never leave you.  That is His promise to believers.

That promise is very consistent with what the Book of Job describes.  God never leaves His people.  But fallible human beings can’t always see how God is helping and therefore imagine that God has left them.  We imagine that He disappears when things get rough, but in reality, we could not even function if God were gone.  The Christian makes it through because God constantly carries us.  

We just celebrated Easter.  We saw how God took care of everything for us on the cross.  All sin is paid for by Jesus innocent suffering and death.  And if God’s only begotten Son would die for us, surely He will take care of the lesser burdens we have.  All our physical burdens in this life pale in comparison to the burden of sin and eternal death from which Christ has relieved us.

So why the breakdowns, etc. among Christians?  Christians suffer from all the same conditions which plague people everywhere. Christians are not given perfection with faith.  Therefore the following can still happen:  mental illness as a result of physiological problems, chemical imbalances and the like, and / or mental illness that results as a lack of trust in God.  The first is easier to understand, the second sounds judgmental, but that is not the intent.

In my opinion, some mental illness is a result of the sin of not trusting sufficiently in God for the things of day to day life.  And that is easy enough to do.  Everyone reading this article has been guilty of such a sin more than once.  When we trust the things of this world, the things created by God, and the things let us down, in effect we have made gods of those things.  When these “gods” let us down we have problems, some of which result in mental illness, etc.

To put them together we can say that sin is the cause of both.  Sin is the reason we have imperfect bodies with systems that need to be chemically re-balanced so that we can function at times.  Sin is also the reason that we fail to trust in God sufficiently at times. When the problems appear, we have God’s gifts of medicine to help resolve some of the problems and we have God’s gift of forgiveness by faith in the work and person of Jesus.

As we identify the sin in which ever the case, take the sin to the cross, remember that Christ paid for the sin with His life and innocent suffering and death, and go on from there.  Ask His help in learning to trust more fully.  This is a prayer which the Holy Spirit is more than willing to answer via His presence and work through Word and Sacrament. Don’t get hung up about the sin.  But rejoice in the forgiveness and let God help you live.  To whatever degree of success you find, remember that God never leaves His children, those who believe and trust in His only-begotten Son.  No matter what the circumstance, God stays with His children.  No matter what the problem, what the pain, what the sorrow, what the trouble, God, Who sent His Son Jesus to suffer and die for you, will not leave you!  Ever!   God does not desert those who believe in Jesus!

Next … It is so important to talk about our problems, concerns, etc.  I NEED to talk about things and people that are bothering me.  When can I have those discussions and not break the Commandment about gossiping?

Words of Faith … 13 … April 30th,  2003

A loving attitude for the resolution of conflict

It is so important to talk out problems and concerns.  I NEED to talk about things that are bothering me to help me work through them.  But when I do, is that breaking the Commandment, “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor?”  Is it breaking the Commandment when you talk over daily concerns with your husband or wife or your family or close friend?  If it is, what can a Christian do to keep God’s Commandment and still maintain good metal health?

To answer the question, consider that in each Commandment God has given people a gift.  Each Commandment details a way in which God is caring for you and others.  The gift of this Commandment is the gift of a good reputation.  Now ask yourself, by having the discussions that you feel are necessary to your mental health, are you destroying any good, God-given reputations?  Are you destroying someone’s good name?  Secondly, ask yourself if the person with whom you are speaking has a need to know the information that you are communicating about another?  If not, the discussion is inappropriate.  Thirdly, ask yourself if the person in question can eventually be approached after you have had help thinking through your concerns and problems in order to alleviate those concerns with that person and preserve that person’s good name and establish or re-establish a good relationship with the person.

Depending on your answers to these questions, you should be able to determine whether of not your discussions are appropriate.  Your motivation for communicating “negative” information should not be to destroy another persons’ name for revenge.  That attitude goes against the Commandment.  If you need the discussion to help preserve of restore a person, and if the individual with whom you have the conversation cannot help you without becoming judgmental, have the conversation with someone else.  It all goes back to your motivation for communicating the information.

What did Jesus do for you on the cross?  He suffered and died to forgive you all your sins.  What is His Command to His followers?  “Love as I have loved you.”  Without qualification.  Without meeting impossible requirements of perfection before we extend love to another person.   Loot at that person who is giving you some grief and remember that Jesus died on the cross to forgive that person for all his / her sins, even the sins they may be committing against you.  And if Jesus already died to forgive that wrong, who are you to punish them?

God has punished Jesus for all of your wrongs.  Now, will your discussion of that person’s mistakes toward you be hurting or punishing them in some way?  Will discussions of their conduct destroy their good name?  Can, should the Christian ever pursue such a course?  NO!

Have the discussions as you need them with someone who can remain neutral and non-judgmental and who will keep the discussions private.  By the power of the Holy Spirit, keep a loving attitude that you are going to seek to resolve the conflict by the discussions, not try to hurt someone’s name.  By faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour, remember that when you fail to follow the Commandment properly, you are forgiven.  With that forgiveness in mind, forgive the one who has wronged you, hurt you, who is “driving you crazy,” and pray God’s help in dealing with the hurt and even in helping the person to change by God’s power through faith in Jesus.   (As I have noted previously, do not use the gift of forgiveness as a excuse to gossip, hurt another reputation because you know you will be forgiven.  Don’t use forgiveness as an excuse to sin.)

You might also want to read,  Telling Yourself the Truth,  by William Backus and Marie Chapian.  You will discover that no one can make you angry.  You are the only one who can make anger come alive in you.  It is actually a psychological lie that many people tell themselves that someone makes them angry.  And if the anger is internally generated, there is absolutely no need to hurt someone else through gossip.

Next week:  I’ve heard quite a bit about “self--esteem” being part of the “New Age” movement.  But isn’t self-esteem important to the Christian?  Isn’t having self-esteem wholly different than being self-centered?  Must self-esteem conflict with being a poor miserable sinner?
Words of Faith …. 14 …. May 7, 2003

 The Value of a Christian

I’ve heard quite a bit about “self--esteem” being part of the “New Age” movement.  But isn’t self-esteem important to the Christian?  Isn’t having self-esteem wholly different than being self-centered?  Must self-esteem conflict with being a poor miserable sinner?

For the record, there is nothing new about “new age.”  It is just re-packaged Eastern religious philosophies.  And with that comment, you have to dismiss it as being non-, even anti-Christian.

Is self-esteem important?  Let me change the direction of the question.  Where can we find a God-pleasing attitude about our individual importance and value?

Loot at the cross and then look at the immense universe that exists around us!  When we look at just what we know exists, we are nothing but specks of dust in a creation that is so vast we cannot even comprehend it.  How valuable, how important are you to God?  You are so valuable that God sent His only-begotten Son into this world to endure hell for you, you who are simply one of those specks of dust, so that you, who really are a poor miserable sinner, a rebel from the moment of your conception, might be able to be a friend of God, a member of His family, and a person who will inherit an eternity with Him in heaven.  That is where the Christian finds his / her value.  Once you recognize the value that God has placed on you, once you recognize His unconditional love for you, once you recognize His desire to have you be with Him forever, what else can ever match or come close to giving you a sense of worth?

What”new age” thinking does is elevate the person because the person has his / her own intrinsic value.  This philosophy wants to find value apart from the concept of an omnipotent Creator / God so that the person has a degree of god-hood himself.   Thus self-esteem becomes, in effect, self-worship.  But as a sinner our value is nil.

But as a redeemed sinner, you are the most valuable of all of God’s creations.  Hold your head high.  Live with a smile on your face.  By faith in Jesus Christ, God has made you and all believers in Christ, the measure of His wealth.  That is something to feel real good about!  What more would you or anyone need to feel good about being you?  What could give you more value that the love of God in Christ Jesus?  Look at the cross and there you will always see how valuable you are to God.  That is where God-esteem is displayed to each of us.  And God-esteem is much more valuable than self-esteem.

Questions?  Please feel free to ask.  Next time:  “I’m only human.”  Or are you?

Words of Faith …. 15 …. May 14, 2003

“I’m only human!”

Guess what?  You are not human.  That’s the whole problem.  In Biblical terms there have been only three people who were completely human.  ….    Let’s define what it means to be “human” in Scriptural terms.

Consider how man was made by God and how Adam and Eve interacted with God after coming into existence.  God would walk in the Garden of Eden in the cool of the evening and talk with man.  He had given them purpose.  They had work to do and the gladly did as God directed, not as robots, but exercising their free will to work in harmony with God.  Some one who is truly human works in total harmony with God, not forcibly, but exercising their God-given free will, the truly human works with God, not against Him.  Adam and Eve, two of the three fully human beings that ever lived, lost their humanity when they sinned, (Genesis 3).  With their complete humanity no longer intact, they were now afraid of God, ran from Him, and began to act contrary to His will.  Real humanity is lost at the Fall, and we are still suffering the consequences.

The third person Who was, and still is, fully human, is Jesus.  Jesus lived out His humanity fully and completely.  Throughout His life on earth He always functioned in perfect harmony with His Father.  He never sinned.  It is because Jesus kept His humanity intact that He could be the perfect human sacrifice for us sinners, we rebellious humans.  Because of His innocent suffering and death, God gives to those who trust in Jesus’ work, (that is, believe in Him) the forgiveness He earned for them on the cross.  That means that by faith in Jesus, The Perfect Human, we are: 1) through Baptism, clothed with His perfection in this life, (Galatians 3:26-27); 2) guaranteed that human quality of cooperation with God will be returned in heaven, 3) going to be fully human on the Last Day as Jesus raises the believers from the dead, rejoining body and soul and spirit to finally work in complete harmony with God as He intended from the beginning of time.

So, the next time you hear some one make an excuse for a “goof” or even a sin with: “But I’m only human,” correct him / her.  Being human is the reason we do good, (Ephesians 2:8-10, especially 10.) not an excuse for a “goof” or a sin.

Next time … “The Christian faith is not moralism,  legalism.  … Hunsicker does not write words of faith.”

Words of Faith …. 16 …. May 21, 2003

With Gentleness and Respect

I Peter 3:15-16,   “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who ask you to give the reason for the hope that you have.  But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.”

Bill writes:  Please!  Hunsicker does not write words of faith.  It is very bad theology.  “God has punished Jesus…” What kind of doctrine of atonement is this?  What about “God was in Christ reconciling the world…”  Let’s clean up the doctrine of the Trinity!  The Christian faith is not moralism, legalism.”

God did atone for the sins of the whole world by making His Son suffer and die for us.  Literally, God cursed Jesus, so that we would not have to be cursed /  damned. ( Galatians 3:13)  This is the Doctrine of the Substitutionary Atonement.  It stands written in the above passage in black and white for all to see.  Please look at it carefully and prayerfully.  God had to pay for our sins because we are unable to pay for them ourselves.  It is a beautiful as well as an awesome statement and description of the immense love of God for His sinful and rebellious creatures.  The punishment of Jesus is the way in which God reconciled the world to Himself.  Read II Corinthians 5:11-19.

The doctrine of the Trinity is in good shape within the Christian church.  It is still taught by faithful pastors and teachers that God is Three in One.  It is the mystery of the being of God that He is three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, yet One God.  It is a Doctrine that is beyond human comprehension and explanation, yet one that the faithful cling to by the power of the Holy Spirit Who convinces us of the truth of the doctrine.  (See my article dated March 12th of this year.)

You are correct when you say that the Christian faith is not moralism and legalism.  At times people have made it so.  The Christian faith is a faith which 1) recognizes the sinfulness of the human being and the person’s great need before God; 2) recognizes that only God could do the impossible and save people, (Mark 10:17-27);  3) believes the words of Jesus in John 3:16 that only by faith in Jesus is a person saved; 4) teaches that we respond to God in thankfulness with good works which God has prepared ahead of time for us to do (Ephesians 2:10) and that those good works are an indication of our salvation, not the reason for our salvation, (Matthew 25:31-46).  We can turn Christianity into moralism / legalism if we only look at the Bible as a book of instructions describing how to live well and give ourselves a pleasant existence and / or make God save us as a result of our works.  Sadly, some Christians and whole denominations have done this.

But the Christian faith proclaims that Jesus Christ was crucified for sinners.  And, trusting in Jesus for their salvation, sinners receive forgiveness and the blessings of eternal life from the God Who becomes their Father by faith in Jesus (Galatians 3:26-27).

When we keep our focus on Jesus Christ crucified for us and for the payment of our sins, and we desire to live in thankful response to this great gift of reconciliation through the work of Jesus, we keep Christianity truly Christian.  We keep ourselves humble before God.  We give God, and ONLY God, all the glory, all the credit for what He has done for us, remembering in that “While we were still sinners, Christ died FOR us.”  (Romans 5:8)

Next time … What?  Me worry?

Words of Faith … 17 … May 28th, 2003

What?  Me Worry?

Sometimes life does not go as you plan.  Sometimes things happen that are so far out of your control that you just want to panic and run, or do nothing but worry.  Consider for a moment that worry is a sin, quite literally a sin against the First Commandment.  Have you been guilty of this sin?

Worry is a sin against the First Commandment because the emotion, the attitude of worry, whether conscious or unconscious, is a result of not trusting that God can, will, and is caring for you at a particularly difficult time or during an especially stressful event.  People worry about things that might happen.  People worry about the results of an event that they know will happen.  Worry says, “I wonder if God will really take care of me?”  What a strange attitude.  He takes care of the order of the entire universe and keeps it functioning day to day.  Why would God ignore one of those who believe in His Son?  Jesus says people are valuable to God.  The Father will care for us.  (Matthew 6:25-34)

Yes, even Christians worry.  Their worry may be voiced differently.  They might worry that God’s care might come in a form that is different from what they desire.  Worry wants things its way, not necessarily God’s way.  That, too, is sin.

How does a person combat worry?  Ask yourself, “What is the biggest worry I can have?”   Answer: “Where am I going when I die?”  Death is inevitable.  We all will experience it.  Christian and heathen alike are convinced of existence after this life.  “Where will I end up?” is the ultimate worry whether one admits it or not.

Jesus took care of that worry by living the perfect life for us.  He ensured that the sacrifice of His suffering and death on the cross would be sufficient to pay for all of our sin.  He has promised to those who believe in Him that they will have eternal life. (John 3:16)  For the person who believes in Jesus there is nothing to worry about when it comes to dying.

Now consider that God, in Jesus, took care of the greatest worry we have.   Through the power of the Holy Spirit, faith is given to an individual.  When faith in Jesus exists, the person is forgiven and is assured of eternal life.  That being the case, why would anyone imagine that God would not care for the lesser things of his / her existence?  Worry is a way of saying, “I don’t trust God’s care.”  But if God has provided the ultimate care for you by sending Jesus to suffer and die for you, why would He abandon you in the mean time?  That would make no sense.  He will not desert those for whom He suffered and died.  So where’s the reason for worry?

Yet, we are going to worry.  We are all fallible, sinful human beings.  We will continue to worry in various forms and degrees.  We will sin.  But take that sin of worry, place it at the foot of the cross where Jesus suffered and died for forgive it, and leave the sin of worry right there.  Take a long hard look at the cross.   Rremember that your greatest worry was answered there, and ask God to help you trust in Him Who has provided forgiveness and eternal life through His Son, Jesus Christ.  Don’t dare Him to care for you by taking unnecessary risks and living foolishly.  But in thankfulness for Jesus’ death on the cross for you, live according to His Word and will and trust that He is caring for you.  Look at the cross every time worry rears its ugly head and say, “What?

Words of Faith  18

For June 4, 2003

Broken relationships in heaven?

Given the nature of broken relationships between people on earth, what will relationships be like between people in heaven?

The key to answering the question lies in the words, “in heaven.”  Those people who enter heaven when they die are people who, in life, believed in Jesus as the Son of God Who lived a perfect life for them, Who suffered innocently for them upon the cross, Who died for them upon the cross and who rose gloriously from the dead and then ascended into heaven.  This belief guaranteed to people that heaven is their ultimate destination and that while living, this same belief guaranteed them forgiveness, forgiveness for all sins, sins against God and against other people, as demonstrated in the various broken relationships that exist in this life.

On earth, we will continue to experience conflict and tensions because we are fallible sinful human beings who can never live perfectly and never interact with one another perfectly.  But we can, by faith in Jesus, live forgiven. 

As sad as it is, even Christians will be at odds with each other until death or the return of Christ.  This sad reality of living in a fallen world does not negate the Gospel, namely that Christ died to forgive all our sins, even our unchristian conduct.  At the same time, note that forgiveness does not legitimize unchristian conduct.  Forgiveness should not be an excuse for unchristian, unloving conduct.  The beauty and wonder of the Gospel remain:  Faith in Jesus Christ crucified and raised does forgive all sin.

St. Paul writes that when we die this body of sin is buried in the ground.  The sinful flesh is left here and the person who has faith enters heaven without sin.  The animosity, jealousy, greed, hatred, and all other emotions that characterized our earthly existence are buried.  In heaven we enjoy harmony with God as the goal of our faith.  Christians who were at odds with each other here will finally be able to extend full and perfect forgiveness to each other just as they have received it from God and are enjoying it in heaven.  Then and there we will all be one in Christ.

Take broken marriages as an example.  Divorce and remarriage are a part of this imperfect and sinful existence.  But marriage is only for this life.  (Matthew 22:23-33)  It is not part of heavenly existence and therefore need not be a concern.  Divorced Christians will see each other as jointly forgiven sinners and be happy that the other is in heaven.  (This does not give permission to commit the sin of divorce!)  We will be as the angels, without the family units as we know them here.  We will all be one perfect and happy family in Christ.

The same is true, I believe, for the variety of relationships that we have on earth which get broken and messed up because of our sinful human nature.  They will be forgiven and forgotten in heaven.  When we enter heaven by faith in Jesus, God will not permit anything to diminish our experience of His heaven which His Son suffered hell to establish for us.  The emotions and / or the memories attached to broken relationships will be gone or neutralized so that heaven will be the unending joy God intends it to be for the believer.  I think it is safe to say that in heaven we will have interpersonal relationships, even with those whom we might consider enemies today,   just the way God intended for people at the creation.

Words of Faith   19

For June 18th, 2003

No such thing as an Atheist!

What exactly is an atheist?

Let’s begin by defining what a ‘god’ is.  A ‘god’ is that to which we look for all good and in which we find refuge in every time of need.  To have a ‘god’ is nothing else than to trust and believe in him / it with our whole heart.  That to which your heart clings and entrusts itself is your ‘god.’

An atheist says, “There is no god, no supreme being.”  He cannot fathom a being Who brought everything into existence.  He cannot accept that he may be responsible to some one other than himself.

I say to that individual: There is no such thing as an atheist.  There cannot be such a thing as an atheist.  You cannot be an atheist.

People always place  their trust in something.  When the so-called atheist puts an aspirin in his mouth he is trusting the aspirin to alleviate the pain of a headache.  The aspirin is temporarily his god.  When the atheist trusts his car to get him from point “A” to point “B,” the car has become his god.  Foolish?  Why do people get mad when the car fails to work?  Because they have placed their trust in the vehicle, and the vehicle, their god of transportation, has let them down.

The same is true of money which can buy some “peace of mind” at times for the atheist.  He trusts the money and what it will do for him if he has enough of it.  With his money he can buy a comfortable home which will protect him against the elements.  He can get new cars that will hopefully always get him from point “A” to point “B” without trouble. He will be able to afford all the medical care he will need as he gets older.  His money and the things that it can buy are a ‘god’ to him because they provide him comfort and peace, or so he thinks.

The so-called atheist generally also trusts his intellect which will allow him to think his way out of any problems.  His family could become ‘god’ to him if he counts on that family to give him all the love and care and affection he needs.  Or if he is a “scared- atheist,” who doesn’t think there is a ‘god’ but just in case, will live a good life so that God will reward him when he dies, actually turns his good works into a god, trusting in them for some kind of salvation.  Whenever hope and trust are placed in anything, they become ‘god.’  Therefore, there is really no atheist, just people who worship the idols of money, things, reasons, works, family, self, and so on.  The bottom line?  The atheist is an oxymoron.

Trust can successfully and appropriately and beneficially be placed exclusively in Jesus Christ, God’s only begotten Son, through the power of the Holy Spirit.  When trust for our wellbeing, our help and refuge during trials in this life, our assurance of a positive eternal experience, is placed in Jesus, then the sin of trusting something other than God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, is forgiven.  When we, with God’s help, place our trust in Him Who has designed our salvation and provided all the help we will ever need to be given to us through Jesus, we have placed our trust in the surest source of power and comfort.  When we have what no atheist has ever experienced: Real peace and real comfort.
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For July 2, 2003

Why so many religions?

There seems to be all kinds of religions for almost any kind of person.  How many religions are there?

The answer may surprise you.  If you try to count, you will begin to number quite a lot of religions.”  You may also make the common mistake of calling Christian denominations a religion.  Denominations like Lutheran, Roman Catholic, Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, are for the sake of this answer, simply different “flavors” of the same religion, Christianity, not different religions.

A religion is a set of premises by which, as it is taught, you will be saved and given a good life after death.  You believe that by adhering to what is taught by this particular religion your temporal and eternal future is secure.  

As to the question of, “How many?”  There are only TWO!  There are only two religions in the world regardless of what a person names that set of beliefs.  Either people are saved by their own works or God saves them by His grace.

Christianity, in its purest, unadulterated form, acknowledges that God does all the saving, all the work of salvation, all the work of establishing forgiveness and the hope of eternal life.  Man only responds to God’s grace.

Outside of Christianity man, in one form or another, saves himself.  His salvation or his existence with God or a god after death, is secured by the person’s activity in this life, by good works, gifts to society, prayers said, worship performed according the rules of the religion.  When you examine and compare all of the world’s non-Christian religions and, sadly, even some Christian denominations, you will find a common strain: the person is saved by what the person does.  An honest analysis of every non-Christian  world religion will result in the summary: I save myself by what I do.

Christianity, when properly taught, is the complete opposite.  God does the saving because man is sinful since the fall and cannot save himself.  Man cannot make up for his imperfection.  People are born spiritually dead.  Dead people cannot do anything for themselves.  So God does whatever is necessary for man’s salvation.

God sends Jesus to live perfectly for us.  Jesus suffers and dies innocently for us on the cross.  God raises Jesus from the dead to show all people that Jesus’ work on our behalf is complete and sufficient to pay all our debt for sin and to demonstrate that those who die with faith in Jesus will also have a glorious resurrection from the dead.  Then God, in His grace, by the power of the Holy Spirit, even gives us the faith to trust this work which was done for us, (Ephesians 2:8-9), so that by faith we can apprehend all that Christ has earned for us.  God has done it all.  He has done it all because He loves us.  And because He loves, He provides salvation for us.  And not because we deserve it, but simply because He loves us.

What is our part?  He asks that we respond in thankfulness by living a life pleasing to Him..  We do that by cherishing and keeping His commandments (Matthew 29:19-20) and by proclaiming Christ crucified for sinners to the world around us.  It is, and can only be God Who saves us and God alone.  Therefore He alone gets the credit and the glory for a person’s salvation.  And since God is the One Who does the saving, when He provides the way of salvation, we can ALWAYS be confident that it is sufficient for any and all of us to be saved.
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For July 16, 2003

God’s Wheelbarrow

What does it mean when you say, “Believe in Jesus and you will be saved?”  Does that mean acknowledging Him as an historical figure or what?

When the word believe is used in a Christian context the use in not always the same as the popular 21st Century use of the word believe.  We say, “I believe that 2 + 2 = 4.”  That is simply the acknowledgment of a fact.  Belief in Christian terms is much more.  Belief can be illustrated by the following story, a variation of which many have already heard or read:

A man is standing on the edge of Niagara Falls and is about to walk over the falls on a tightrope.  He asks the crowd which has gathered to watch, “Do you believe I can walk over the falls on this tightrope?”  The crowd replies, “No.  It’s not possible.”  He then proceeds to climb onto the rope, balance bar in hand, and skillfully, almost effortlessly, walk across.  Upon returning to the point of origin he again asks, “Do you believe I can walk over the falls on this tightrope?”  And the crowd answers, “Yes, we have seen you do it.”  He replies, “Comes back tomorrow.”

The following day he is again at the rope but this time with a wheel barrow.  He asks the assembled crowd, “Do you believe I can cross the falls on the tightrope pushing this wheelbarrow?”  “No,” they reply, “that’s not possible.”  The man proceeds to cross the falls and again return to the point of origin pushing the wheelbarrow the entire way.  Upon his return he inquires, “Do you believe I can push the wheelbarrow over the falls on a tightrope?”  And of course they reply, “Yes, we have seen you do it?”  He responds, “Come back tomorrow.”

On the third day he stands at the edge of the falls with the wheelbarrow again ready to cross on the tightrope.  One more time he asks, “So you believe I can cross the falls on this tightrope pushing the wheelbarrow?”  “Yes, we saw you do it yesterday.  We believe you can do it.”  He smiles slightly and asks, “O.K., who will get into the wheelbarrow?”  Now there is nothing but silence.  Not one person moves.

He was asking, “Who trusts me?”  That is the very question which God asks of people when He talks about belief.  The words belief, trust, faith, are all the same word in the original language of the New Testament.  Jesus says, “Whoever believes in me will never die.”  He says to all people, “Whoever acknowledges that I lived and died for you and trusts that my life and death establish your forgiveness and eternal life, will have eternal life in heaven.”  Whoever trusts Jesus!

Jesus has proven He has done it all by His perfect life, His innocent suffering and death for us on the cross, and by His glorious resurrection and ascension into heaven.  He asks us to set aside our imagining that we can save ourselves and TRUST that He has done it all for us.  He proved He did it all by His death AND resurrection.  He asks us to believe, to trust that He did it all.  With the help of the Holy Spirit we can follow His directive: “Get into my wheelbarrow and let Me take you to the other side.”  Trust.  “Whoever believes in Me will never die!”
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For July 30, 2003

The Love of God

How does the love of God differ from the love that we experience?

The love which we experience as people is often clouded by selfishness, by greed, perhaps even arrogance and pride, and sad to say, our love is often contingent upon another’s activity or some intrinsic value that we may find in the other person.

Is this love?  A father, who is an avid basketball fan, is watching his son play.  The son has done well the entire game.  His father feels great pride at having a son who plays so well.  He tells the people sitting next to him who his son is and that he “… just loves that boy!”  At the end of the game, the score is tied.  The son is fouled and gets a chance at two free throws.  If he makes just one they win.  The father has great confidence in his son.  But the son fails.  He does not make either shot and they lose.  The father is so disappointed he does not speak to his son for several days.  Does this father love his son?  Was the father’s love unconditional or was it based upon what the child did?  What did the father really love?  We would not call the father’s reactions “loving.”

A loving response would have been to encourage the son in spite of the failure, reassure him that his value to the father had not changed.  A loving father would have encouraged his son by telling him he was still loved and that he was supported by his father as he worked harder for the next game.  All this would have communicated love to the son, regardless of the father’s disappointment.

When God loves us, it is in an ideal fashion.  Jesus tells us of the love of God in St. John’s Gospel, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.”  St. Paul tells us of the love of God in Romans 5:8 where he writes, “But demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  Notice that the love of God is expressed for the unlovable, the sinner, a world filled with rebels.  He loved us not because we deserved to be loved but because He wanted to love us and save us.  This is the grace of God.  This is the love of God.

When the writers of the New Testament use the word “love,” they used a very specific term, “agape.”  (Pronounced ah-gah’-pay.)  This is love with purpose and intent.  It is focused upon a person not because it is deserved or earned.  It is love freely expressed to that the one receiving the loving receives all the benefit.  This is the love of God expressed towards people in the gift of Jesus Christ Who suffered and died on the cross for us.  God wanted us to receive forgiveness and eternal life and thus His Son came and provided them for us.  Not because we deserve them, but because God wanted to give forgiveness and eternal life to people through the work of His Son.

Is it any wonder that the Christian faith has used the words of St. John when he writes in I John 4:16, “God is love” as a summary of all that God has shown to His people?  “God is love.”  He gives His love freely to us who do not deserve it.  The person who believes in Jesus as Lord and Saviour has the privilege of receiving the love, the agape of God.  With faith in Jesus, the epitome of God’s love, rejoice and be glad!
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August 13, 2003

Do you fear God?

When I hear that I am supposed to fear God, that makes me a little uncomfortable.  I thought you said that “God is love.”?  Why should I fear a God Who is “love?”

Fear can be understood in two ways: 1) Terror.  A person is afraid God is going to “get him” if he does not behave properly.  Or a person sees God as a source of benefit and realizes the awesome power of God, and being afraid of that power, he behaves properly with the hope that God will reward him.

2) Respect.  This is the attitude of the person who has come to faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.  This person fears / respects God because he is thankful for Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross for him.  His fear of God is expressed by a life that says, “Thank you!” for all that God has given.

Listed are eight Bible passages which refer to fear and respect.  Look them up and then note what kind of fear is referenced.

1. Fear to break God’s Law.  Deuteronomy 6:13-15

2. Fear as a reason to keep the Commandments.  Deuteronomy 5:29

3. Fear in the sense of respect.  Psalm 33:8

4. Fear in the sense of hoping in God’s mercy.  Psalm 147:11

5. Eli loved his sons more than he feared God.  I Samuel 2:22-30

6. Abraham feared God more than he loved his son.  Genesis 22.

7. Love of family vs. fear of God.  Luke 14:26

8. Peter’s fear in the high priest’s courtyard.  Matthew 26:69-75

After looking through these passages, ask yourself, “What kind of fear of God do I have?”  How can we not have some sense of terror at the thought of a Being powerful enough to speak the universe into existence and Who holds it all in place and keeps it all working just because He wills it?  Look at how creation continues to function in spite of all the things man had done to mess it up.  Look at how wonderfully predictable the seasons are.  God keeps it all going.  Is this Being not to be feared?

Yet it is this same Being Who sent His only begotten Son into the world to suffer for your sins, to die on the cross for you, to rise from the dead to give you the assurance that by faith in Him you too will rise from the dead on the Last Day.  What kind of a God is this? One Who is to be feared?  One Who is to be respected?  One Whose very person demands that awe rise up within us.

What is your attitude toward God?  Fear or respect?  Probably some of both.  Even for the Christian, whose confidence is firmly placed in Jesus as Lord and Saviour, a little bit of fear still exists, and I would say, that is good.  We don’t want to begin to take the Almighty for granted, lest we become so familiar that we no longer respect Him.  Yet, keep a balance as you consider God.  God is “love.”  He is your Father by faith in Jesus Christ.  He is not out to destroy you.  Instead, He has provided the ultimate care that you and I need in the gift of His Son, Jesus of Nazareth.  Stand in awe of Him.  Give Him all the respect that is due Him.  See how much He loves you and respond to that love with respect and praise and adoration.  Keep a healthy fear of God but remember, He loved you enough to send Jesus into this world to suffer and die for you on the cross.  Love Him as He first loved you and you will thereby show your great respect for Him.  You will show Him that you “fear” Him.
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August 27, 03

Saved by Faith

Several weeks ago you explained faith with the wheelbarrow example.  Could you explain further how faith/trust fits into our salvation?

Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith … and this not from yourselves, it is a gift of God … not by works, so that no one can boast.”  This passage is key to understanding faith and its relationship to our salvation.  Faith is a gift of God because God wanted you to have it.  God wants all people to have this faith.  Some people have no faith because they have not heard about Jesus.  Some people have rejected the message that Jesus died for them therefore they have no faith, no salvation.

St. Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit, described faith.  Faith is a GIFT OF GOD.  People imagine that they are saved “on account of faith,” “for the sake of faith,” or “in view of faith.”  There is a problem with all three of these phrases.  When this vocabulary is used, faith is described as something that is generated by the individual.  But people are imperfect.  We are all sinners.  Can sinners do anything to generate / create their own perfect salvation?  No. 1) We are born dead in sin, St. Paul writes.  Can a dead person do anything?  No.  2) Whatever we would do on our own would always be tainted by sin.  Isaiah writes, “All our righteousnesses, (good works) are as filthy rags before God.”  How could a faith that is generated by a sinful human being generate a “clean,” acceptable faith in Jesus so that God would give a person forgiveness and eternal life?

God is the One Who provides the faith.  It is His gift to people.  The Holy Spirit creates faith in people when they hear the Word of God, namely, that Jesus is their Saviour Who came into the world to suffer and die for them, or, faith comes to a person through the Sacrament of Holy Baptism.  When the perfect and holy God gives the faith, then and only then can a person be certain that the faith he/she has is good enough.  With a God given faith you are always assured of forgiveness and heaven.  If you had to generate your own faith you would always be left wondering if you had a faith that was good enough, or focused properly enough,   You would never have the security of a God-given faith.  When God gives the faith you know it is good enough to receive forgiveness and enter heaven when you die.

The challenge is constantly made that this thinking negates free-will.  It doesn’t.  First, you have no real freewill without faith in Jesus.  The only ability you have without faith is the ability to sin.  You are born with only a limited sinful will.   Now a Story:   You are standing in a room with 10 doors.  Going through 9 of them means certain death.  The door knobs to the 9 are facing you.  A 10th door has no door knob accessible to you.  This is the door that opens to freedom and safety.  Someone on the other side of the 10th door opens it up and tells you this is the way to safety.  They urge you to come through this door.  They give you all you need to know to stay alive.  They even come into the room to help you walk through the door.  Which door do you choose?  The ones you can go through on your own to you death?  Or do you rejoice that their is someone who is willing to take you to safety?  Have you lost your free will?   No.  You have just become the recipient of salvation.  Rejoice that God has given you faith in Jesus so that you can walk into His heaven and be with Him for all eternity!
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September 3, 2003

The Commandments are gifts from God

Have you ever thought of God’s Commandments as being gifts from God?  They tell you what you must do, right?  So how can they be gifts from God.  They take away all of my privileges, all of my freedoms.  God tells me what I must do.  I don’t see that as being so great.  Where is my ‘say-so’ in all of this?

Let’s let God be God.  Sinful human beings don’t do that too well.  For a moment, let’s let Him be God.  Now we have kept the First Commandment.  In this Commandment God has literally given us Himself.  Look at Exodus 20 and see the context in which the Commandments are given.  God saves Israel and then He gives them the Law.  First He shows Israel that He loves them by saving them, then He shows how He will care for them by giving them the Commandments.  If they follow what He says, they will really be well off.  God has provided care for them.  So what’s the problem?

He gives them His name to use.  When I give someone my phone number I give them the right to disturb me and call me when necessary.  When God gives His name to people He has done the same thing.  All He asks is that we do not misuse that name.  Don’t use it for cursing and swearing, but use it to call on Him when necessary.  Where is the burden in that?  His name is a gift to us.  Respect that fact and God let’s you call on Him.

Keep the Sabbath holy.  Literally the words mean, Keep the rest day set aside for God’s use.  What does He want us to do?  Take a day off from our labors and let Him work on us.  God uses the rest day to strengthen faith and keep believers in His family.  God works on us in church on Sundays or whenever we read/hear His Word.  Where is the burden in that?  All excuses aside, people refuse to worship because they don’t want another one of God’s gifts.  They don’t want His help.  Recognizing God’s help only obligates them.  They want to play God and do everything on their own.

God gives us people to care for us, primarily in the family with parents, but also with government and church. Yet people disregard those whom God has given to care for us and break the laws of the land and refuse the help of their church and show callous disregard for parents.  These attitudes say to God, “I don’t want You to use me for the good of others.  I don’t want the help of others.  I want to serve myself and care for myself.”  Parents who refuse to care for their children say the same thing.

God gives the gift of life to people.  This gift is to be respected and nurtured until God ends that life.  Where is the burden in keeping this Commandment and respecting God’s gift of life?  It is His gift to all of us, from the unborn to the 100 year old!

God gives marriage and the gift of sex to people.  All He asks is that these gifts be used in the proper context and for the mutual benefit of a married couple.

God gives the gifts of possessions to each of us.  Certainly in different quantities, but all have been given as God sees fit.  He asks us not to steal or covet (legally steal) what He has given to another.  If everyone respected this, all of our possessions would always be safe.  Where is the burden in that?

God gives each a good reputation.  He asks us to respect that of others and them to respect that of us.  Where is the burden in this Commandment?  But gossip destroys a God-given gift.  And in a small town, this Commandment gets broken on a second by second basis!

Everyone has disregarded these gifts of God.  That’s called sin.  Thanks be to God He has also provided another gift, Jesus, Who suffered and died to pay for all the times we disregarded God’s Law.  Tell God, “Thank you!” for Jesus by living and enjoying His Law.
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For September 10th, 2003

Why is the Bible so difficult to read?  I have tried to read it through and I can’t get past Leviticus or Numbers.  There is so much I don’t understand.  How can you understand what you are reading?

This is a question which has been asked many times and by many people in a variety of ways.   It is often a difficult task reading through the entire Bible.  Among many “problems”, there are several reasons for the difficulty.

First of all, people do not see the Bible as a whole unit.  They read parts but do not read it as an entire complete communication from God and a record of how He has acted within human history to establish and maintain His creation and to provide a simple form of forgiveness and salvation for a humanity which “messed up” His perfect creation. 

Second is the fact that people read the Bible and pull pieces out and use and misuse the pieces as they see fit, failing to see the Word of God as a complete unit which explains and interprets itself.  Too often people interpret what they read in one place and then become confused because they interpret things differently in another place.

Third,  most people do not have the historical and linguistic backgrounds necessary to understand what was written in a context which is foreign to them.  The greatest tool for understanding Scripture is the ability to divorce one’s self from 21st Century thinking and their own preconceived notions of what things must mean,  put on “Biblical glasses,” and read things in the context of the century in which they were written.

Fourth, and most important, is the fact that too many fail to see that the center of the Scriptures is Jesus Christ, His life, suffering, death, and resurrection for the establishment of forgiveness and salvation for people.  Jesus is the center and heart of the Bible.  All Scripture points to Him in one way or another.  And if the Bible is not read with that important truth in mind, all kinds of foolishness will arise.

To help answer the very real concern of not being able to read the Bible and understand it, I am going to start a special series designed to read through the Bible over the course of the next several years with a stress on seeing it as a whole unit with Christ at the center of the Bible and its message to us.  We will incorporate this study into a regular Sunday evening worship service using the various evening liturgies of the church.  In place of a regular sermon will be the “read-through” with a brief commentary on meanings and how the part we are reading fits into God’s plan of salvation for all humanity.  This worship and “read-through” is open to the community.  Anyone may attend.  It will be recorded and copies will be available to those who miss a session or wish to study at home.  The “read-through” begins September 14th at 6 p.m. and will continue until we have gone through the entire Bible.  I believe this will be a beneficial opportunity to learn and more fully appreciate the entire Word of God.  Join us!
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For September 17th, 2003

How far Christian Charity?

How far do we go with Christian charity?  At what point do we say, “No!” to people who are apparently using us?

Let’s deal with the realities of this life.  First of all, there are many circumstances which place people into difficult circumstances.  Loss of jobs, illnesses, divorce, and perhaps the death of a spouse are probably the four primary reasons people need the help of Christians to survive.  Many more infrequent reasons could be named, but we will focus on these to discuss the principle of Christian charity.

Starting in Genesis, even before the fall of mankind into sin, we note that God gave mankind work to do to keep him busy and active.  Work is, therefore, a gift of God.  It gives each of us purpose, a way to care for ourselves using God’s creation, and with useful activity comes satisfaction with living.  This was the ideal intended by God for humanity.

With the fall into sin this all changes.  Creation no longer cooperates with man and for man, but now functions in opposition to man making life difficult.  Man becomes lazy and refuses to acknowledge work as a gift of God.  Refusing to see work as a gift, some will do anything they can to avoid work.  Others, desiring to work, are prevented from useful labor because of negative circumstances which exist simply because we all live in a fallen creation.  Those who are prevented from performing useful work, who have their livelihoods taken from them, certainly are good candidates for Christian charity.

It is also quite clear that God, the Creator, expects His creations, you and me, to care for one another.  The question of Cain, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” gets an obvious answer from God as He punishes Cain for not being His brother’s keeper as God identifies Cain as a murderer. (Genesis 4) We have an obligation to care for our fellow fallen human beings when things go wrong for them.  When loss of jobs occur, when illness strikes, when a person is forced into an unscriptural divorce, or at the death of a spouse, it is certainly appropriate and important for the Christian to be charitable in whatever form possible or suitable.

But how far does that care extend?  First, understand that we have an obligation to care for ourselves.  Proverbs 6:6-11 tells us to look at the industry of the ant and imitate it!  St. Paul writes in II Thessalonians 3:10, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat.”  It is clear that God expects useful activity from us.  If a person refuses to work, to be useful to himself / herself and society around them, literally they do not deserve to eat.  The punishment for laziness is to be death by starvation.  A harsh judgment indeed!

Work is meant to keep us active and useful.  If the fruits of one’s labor,  income, is not used for the purposes God intended, namely to feed, clothe, and shelter self and family, you have another sin. Those who waste their money on alcohol or gambling or “toys” and then, as a result, cannot feed, clothe, and house themselves and family, are sinning against the God Who gave them work to provide for themselves.  To go to another for help after wasting the fruits of God’s gifts of income can easily be considered stealing.  By wasting and mismanaging income and making ones self a burden on family or society, is a form of stealing.  Christian charity does not have to apply here.   Sadly, parents and family encourage some to continue to steal from them by rewarding irresponsible behavior with continued assistance based on an inappropriate sense of Christian charity or a feeling that family needs to care for family no matter what.  Christian charity, familial care is not necessary for those who misuse and abuse their gifts of income and their gifts of family.  For those who insist that it is a Christian’s duty to support their laziness or their lack of ambition, they should think twice.  A Christian can, with a clear conscience, send them on their way.  A firm refusal to help is of greater benefit to all.  Each must learn to be responsible for the gifts God gives.
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For October 1, 2003

What is legal stealing?

What is coveting?  You called it “legal stealing” in one of your articles?

When we speak of coveting, most people think of desiring to have what some else possesses. It is generally understood as “focused greed.”  I have to have what you have. If my neighbor has a new car, I have to have a new car, and maybe one with just a few more options.

Some years ago we had a fairly new dining room set.  We were about to move and could not take it with us.  Our neighbors really liked it.  We gave them a good deal on the set and they bought it.  My comment at the time was, “It was a good thing that they coveted that dining room set.  It made it easy to sell.”

That understanding of “covet” was incomplete and unbiblical. Coveting can best be described as “legal stealing,” the immoral yet legal taking of another person’s property or possessions, even another person’s spouse.  A primary example is found in II Samuel 11, the account of David and Bathsheba.  King David had seen the woman, Bathsheba, bathing on her roof top.  He desired to have her and he did.  She got pregnant.  Now David was in trouble.  He orders her husband, Uriah, home from battle so that he would sleep with his wife and imagine the child was his.  But because Uriah was honorable, god-fearing man, and would not go home when the rest of his men were still on active duty, he stayed with his soldiers.  The next night King David even got him drunk so that he would go home.  Again he did not.  So David, in an attempt to cover up his sin, sends order to abandon Uriah in an upcoming battle.  Uriah is killed.  Bathsheba is widowed.  And after 30 days David marries the widow Bathsheba.

This was coveting.  As king, David had the legal authority to give any command.  He had the legal authority to withdraw troops and abandon Uriah.  Morally he was wrong.  And as Bathsheba was a widow, he could legally marry her.  Although the legalities were observed, David stole another man’s wife.  This is something which happens all the time in today’s society.

The same kind of things happen when wills are wrongly contested.  An individual falsely claims to have a right to part or all of an inheritance.  After legal arguments are made, and the court  legally gives the “liar” part or all of the inheritance, coveting has been successful.  What was done was morally wrong.  The new heir legally, but immorally stole what belonged to others.

Coveting in thought is done when a person plans how to legally steal from another.  This is obviously more than just desiring something, it is the planning to take away from another and legally make it your own.

If you recognize that you have coveted, even though you were not aware of what you did, it is time to confess the sin to God, express your sorrow over your covetous thoughts or actions, and leave that kind of thinking at the foot of the cross.  Know that Christ died to pay for that sin.  Believe that He died to pay for that sin.  Then go and live in His cross-established forgiveness and pray that the Holy Spirit lead and guide you away from coveting to a life of contentment, being satisfied with what God has given you.
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October 8, 2003

Sabbath does not mean Saturday

The title this week may shock some of you.  Sabbath does not mean, nor has it ever meant, Saturday.  The Sabbath was observed on Saturday from the time of the Exodus of Israel from Egypt, the word itself does not mean Saturday.  Sabbath mean “rest.”

In Exodus 20, as God gives the commandments to Israel through Moses, God notes that He created in six days and on the seventh day He rested from His work of creation.  He commands that people take a day of rest from their labors for a specific purpose, to let the Lord work on them.  And with that God made the seventh day holy.

We are to “Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.”  The word holy also needs to be understood.  In this context “holy” does not mean perfect.  It means, “set aside for God’s use.”  With that understanding the Commandment can now be explained and understood.  Remember the rest day to keep it set aside for God’s use.”  This is the day God would have us stop our work and let Him work on us.  He would specifically do the work of preserving and strengthening our faith through the use of His Word and the Sacraments.

The Old Testament did require that Saturday be the day of rest.  But remember, Jesus kept the Old Covenant perfectly and thereby freed people from the “Saturday” obligation.  Initially, the New Testament church observed both Saturday and Sunday.  Sunday was observed in remembrance of the resurrection.  Literally they celebrated Easter each week.  Expressing their freedom in the Gospel, the early church switched to Sunday to focus on the resurrection.  Yet they were still keeping the Sabbath, the time of rest from their labors, by worshipping each week and giving God an opportunity to work on them.

The Sabbath, rest day, is a gift of God to man.  Each time we rest from our work and let God work on us through His Word and / or the Sacrament, we are keeping the Sabbath.  When you read your Bible at home, you are keeping the Sabbath.  I will even be so bold as to say that when you are reading this column, you are keeping a Sabbath because the Word of God is being presented to you and explained and in the process God is working on you.  The same can be said for the reading of various devotional materials.

Can you keep the “rest day” on the golf course or the trout stream?  NO! Not exclusively.  The excuse that “I can worship God out in His creation” is true only to a small degree.  Yes, it is true that we can praise God for the beautiful day and the clear water and the big fish.  It is a kind of worship.  But the essence of “rest day” means to set a time aside when you will purposely let God work on you through His Word and the Sacrament of Holy Communion so that your relationship with Him will be strengthened. If the Word is missing on your “rest day” then it is not the kind of rest that God desires when He gives the Commandment.

Part of the rest that He establishes is the comfort of fellow believers in church with you.  If you never worship corporately, you never fully keep the Sabbath.

God has given you the gift of rest so that He has an opportunity to work on you through the means He has chosen to work through, Word and Sacrament.  If you have refused to use His gift of rest, take the sin and lay it at the cross.  Believe that Jesus died to forgive that sin of refusing to worship, repent of it, and resolve, with God’s help, to enjoy His “rest day” by worshipping with fellow believers.
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October 15, 2003

Don’t take God’s name in vain

What does “in vain” mean?
“In Vain” means, in a manner for which it was not intended.  This is a rather simple definition but with some far reaching consequences about how the name of God is to be used.

We are not to use the name of God to curse.  There is only one “curse word,” “damn.”  We are not to use God’s name to command Him to send someone or something to hell.  And yet how often have we heard that.  On the street, in schools, in our homes when we get angry, on TV, we here people literally commanding God to send something or someone to hell.  When we use God’s name this way, we are saying, in effect, “God you goofed.  This person or things belongs in hell.”  Of course then we are also saying that we know more than God.  What a tragic misuse of God’s beautiful name.

We should also not use His name to swear.  Swearing is taking an oath, using God’s name in an effort to cover up a lie or some kind of deception.  The phrase, “As God is my witness,” falls into this category of misuse.  Other phrases like, “Swear on a stack of Bibles,” amounts to the same thing.

On the other hand, swearing an oath in a court of law is permissible for the Christian.  Even Jesus did so at His trial before the Sanhedrin.  Invoking the name of God in such a context should have led the authorities that day to believe Him.

Christians carry with them the name  “Christ.”  They have God’s name attached to them at all times.  Christians can therefore misuse the name of God, giving false witness against what God permits when they conduct themselves in other than God-pleasing ways.  They witness to the world that Christ, Whose name they bear, allows a sin they commit.  This, too, is breaking the Commandment, Don’t bear false witness,” because wrongful activity on the part of a Christian bears false witness against God.

Using the name of God for witchcraft is also wrong.  Yes, people who practice Satanic arts use some of the various names of God to try and manipulate Him.

On the other hand, God wants us to use His name.  It is a gift from Him.  We are to call upon it in every trouble, use it to pray, use it when we offer our praise and thanks to Him.

God’s name is a wonderful gift.  It allows us to go right to THE SOURCE for all the help that we will ever need.  He has given us His name so that whatever the situation, we can call upon Him, the All-Powerful and know that He is hearing.  He wants us to call upon Him, that’s why He gave us His great name.

Isn’t it a crime (And of course it is a sin!) that so many people use the name of God, and especially the name of the Saviour, Jesus Christ, as an expletive to express anger and frustration, sometimes even hatred?  Our society has lost the awe and reverence that was associated with the name of God. Our society has become so un-Christian, even anti-Christian, that the blatant misuse and disrespect of God is openly tolerated, even perpetuated.

For all those times when you have misused the name of God, used the beautiful name of Jesus to curse, remember, Jesus went to the cross to pay for the sins of misusing God’s name.  Believe that He paid for that sin.  Repent of that sin.  Pray God to give you the ability to use His wonderful name only to “call upon it in every trouble, pray, praise,

Words of Faith  #31

October 29, 2003

Halloween:  The Devil’s Holiday?

There is a story about a young boy in Sunday School who slightly confused the sequence of events in the account of the Wedding at Cana.  According to him, when Jesus got to the wedding, He changed the wine into water.  The moral being that once Jesus comes into your life all fun ceases.

Let’s consider Halloween in that light.  First of all, I have respect for any parent who would desire to restrict their child’s participation in the activities of Halloween.  The origin of the festival in Satanic practices is very real.  Some of the partying that goes on is dangerous and even perhaps detrimental to children.

On the other hand, a fresh, even bold perspective can also be taken by the Christian.  Jesus Christ, His life, suffering, death, and resurrection conquered Satan.  Jesus totally divested Satan of any power that he had.  Satan today is literally powerless.  The only power he has is the power to tempt.  The only time he can act is when people give themselves over to him.  But in and of himself he can affect nothing.  Jesus created this wonderful reality for us.  The Christian is safe.

Now consider the festivities of Halloween.  No longer are they a celebration of the Satanic, but on the part of the Christian the festivities are a mockery of the defeated enemy.  We make fun of the conquered foe as we dress up for trick-or-treating. There is no power for Satan left to celebrate.  There is only the power of those who know his defeat in Jesus Christ.  With the witchcraft and Satanism thrown out, there is nothing left but the pure exuberance of celebration.  Satan has been conquered long ago.

This is not the only time of the year in which this is done.  Christmas is celebrated on December 25th, originally the date for the pagan festival of the “Sol Invictus,” the Unconquered Sun.  December 25tt is now the celebration of the Unconquered Son of God!  We have no problem with that activity, do we?

Too much of Christianity has had inflicted upon it a sense of the need to be sour and somber.  Christians can not only say, “Hallelujah!” but they can also say, “Whoopee!”  There may be a few of those said on the Last Day along with the Hallelujahs.

There is great Christian witness to be given in the sheer exuberance of the “joi di vivre,” the joy of life.  Let the world around us see us celebrate the life we have, the victory over Satan that is ours by faith in Jesus Christ.  Not only at Easter, as we celebrate Jesus’ conquering of sin, death, and Satan by His glorious resurrection, and not only at Christmas when we celebrate God keeping His promises to send a Saviour, the Unconquered Son, but even at Halloween, as we mock Satan by partying and declaring that we have no fear of him because of our faith in Jesus Christ Who died and rose again to beat Satan and his filthy crew once and for all.

Have a happy and fun-filled Halloween!

Words of Faith  #32

November 12, 2003

A challenge to Halloween

The Halloween article raised a few eyebrows and brought a few challenges to the original article. This is good.  It is always a good thing that we rethink and review beliefs and practices on a regular basis.  So this article offers some additional information about Halloween in today’s world and highlights the dangers of Halloween noting the various satanic practices which are real.

The name, “Halloween” has its origins within Christianity.  November first is the Christian celebration of all saints, the remembrance of all those who died with faith in Jesus, especially the martyrs of the Christian faith.  October 31st is the eve of all Saints Day.  Halloween … Hallow equals ‘holy’ or ‘saint,’  ‘e’en’ means the evening before.  The original name was “All hallows evening.” 

As mentioned previously, December 25th was a pagan festival taken over by Christians.  Today it is a Christian festival which is being overrun by the secular and the pagan.  If you go into stores you will see how the manger scene is replaced with snowy houses, Santa Clauses, Star Wars figurines, Snow White figurines, and the like.  It is now called a family holiday in many circles, discounting the reason for the season, the birth of mankind’s only Saviour, Jesus Christ.  The battle between Christ and the devil is still very real.  He will do anything to eliminate Jesus from the minds and hearts of people.  He will do anything to impose his influence on society and upon unwitting Christians.

This is where the Satanism of Halloween needs to be acknowledged and recognized for it is a very real part of the day today.  The celebration of the Satanic and evil spirits began in the first millennium B.C. among the Druids.  The Druids would dress up as demonic figures so as to be ignored by the hoards of hell.  Unknowingly, this is what we imitate by demonic dress today at Halloween.

For witches and warlocks it is a special day because the general belief within those circles is that October 31st is the day when the veil between the worlds is the thinnest and communication with the spirits of the nether world is more possible.  Deuteronomy 18:10-11 states very clearly that attempts to communicate with demons and with the dead are not condoned by God.  Christians should avoid any such attempts.  Does the celebration of Halloween encourage such attempts, especially on the part of children?  Certainly there is such a danger.  Parents need to take great care in what they allow their children to imitate.  Christian parents have a strong obligation to teach their children God’s right and wrong.  Christian parents have the obligation to be God’s representatives with in the home and see to it that their children do not fall under the influence of anything satanic.

From the secular world of statistics, Halloween is one of the most dangerous times of the year.  The several days surrounding Halloween have more accidents involving children than at any other time and more accidents for adults involving alcohol than even New Year’s Eve.  It is truly a dangerous time.

One reality remains for the Christian community: We have the power called the Holy Spirit.  This greatest of all Powers which dwells in the Christian by Baptism, is able to fight the evil associated with the night of Halloween.  This does not mean we are to flirt with evil on that night because we have the Spirit.  Such an attitude is tempting God, daring God to protect us in our foolishness.  That is sin.  But it does mean that we are protected from the evil which would tempt us away from a saving relationship with Jesus Christ.  We are in God’s hands through the work and power of the Holy Spirit Whom we are privileged to possess through baptism.  And the Christian wants to remain that way.

The question now becomes, “Does the Christian ‘celebrate’ Halloween?”  Celebrate?  No.  Observe as a secular event, observe with the proper precautions for the physical and spiritual well-being of children?  This can be done by well educated Christian parents.  Christians never want to put any stamp of approval or even the appearance of a stamp of approval on the satanic.  We are always to remember the great price Christ paid to free us from slavery to sin and the devil, His own precious life on the cross.  With that great price in mind, each Christian exercises his / her own freedom within the Gospel and lives and functions in the world.  With that great price in mind, the Christian prays for God’s guidance in all things in which we involve ourselves, asking that the Spirit of God give us the strength to make appropriate decisions and that He also give us strength to maintain our faith.  This attitude is not only proper when considering the events surrounding Halloween but it is proper every single day of the life of a Christian and in every single activity in which a Christian is involved.  Remember, the Christian is the conqueror in all things through Jesus Christ and can, therefore, live without fear and in complete freedom. 

Words of faith #33

November 26, 2003

Thanksgiving
Each year at this time we celebrate a special holiday, Thanksgiving.  The activity originated with the Pilgrims as a religious occasion.  Earlier in the last century it became a national holiday.

We live in a land of great plenty.  We live in a land of vast opportunities.  We live where freedom has seen the light of day in greater quantity than at any time in recorded history.  The privileges of living here are gifts from God, gifts which have been given and sustained through God’s use of people who have sacrificed lives and futures so that we might sleep comfortably at night.

There are so many places in the world which do not know freedom, which have not experienced wealth and contentment the way we have.  There are so many people without freedom today.  You and I need to step back and look at the rest of the world and discover all over again the vast array of blessings we have in this country.  Our poor are better off than 80 – 90% of the world’s population.  And we who have jobs or the security of a retirement income seem to the rest of the world to be fantastically rich.  

The Christian community lives within the borders of a nation which still allows freedom of religion and speech.  We have the opportunity to worship and thank God for all that we have, especially for our Spirit-given faith in Jesus.   Yet even the Christian community will not be out in force on Thanksgiving Day.  Too many will be at home worried about dinner and football games.  That is the sin of the Christians on Thanksgiving Day.

One of the greatest acts of thanksgiving on Thanksgiving Day is the admittance of our sins of thanklessness.  I encourage every Christian reading this column to take a moment to confess the sins of self-contentment and pride which keep us from shouting our thanks to God.  With that confession, remember Christ’s death on the cross for your sins of thanklessness.  Remember again His cross-established forgiveness and believe that He died to forgive your refusing to thank God for all that you have or forgetting to thank the God Who has showered you with such blessings.  Then, remembering His wonderful forgiveness, resolve to amend those attitudes.  Worship and thank Him at the various Thanksgiving Services which are held each year.  As you worship, pray that He would, by the power of the Holy Spirit, change your heart and mind to live in thankfulness to Him everyday of the year.  Let your life be one of thankfulness and praise so that Thanksgiving ceases to be a yearly event but rather becomes a daily event as is fitting by all those who believe in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.

Words of Faith  #34

December 10, 2003

God’s Gift of Caregivers

Have you ever stopped to consider how many people there have been in your lives?  How have you treated them?  With respect?  With kindness?  Perhaps with resentment and anger because they prevented you from having your own way?  How many people has God asked you to care for?  How have they responded to you?  Interesting questions?

American history is full of “rugged individualism.”  If we are not independent it is difficult for us to call ourselves Americans.  Yet, look at how many people it took to get you to the point of your own independence.  Depending on your age and what has all happened to you, the list still has to begin with parents, the people who nurtured you and helped you to grow.  God gave them to you to care for you.

And then there were the teachers at school and perhaps the teachers at church who helped you learn about Jesus.  They were also God ‘s gift to you to help you learn and grow.  How did you treat them?

Don’t forget the police and the military who have protected your homes and this country all the years you have been alive.  Where would you be if they had not kept home and school and church safe? Remember all those elected officials who tried to help make this a better nation and a safe place to live so that you could have your own family, your own job, your own home, your own  … well, everything.  Have you seen them as a gift of God?

For you who serve to keep us safe and govern this land, have you realized that God has placed you into office as gifts to the people you serve?  He did not place you there for your own personal gain.  Your office was not to be some kind of ego trip or blank check.  Have you respected your office as a gift of God to the people you serve?

Honor Father and Mother is more far reaching that just obedience in the home.  The commandment reaches into every aspect of society and life.  The home is God’s primary unit of care for each of us.  But the family unit cannot do all of the caring required so God establishes other authorities, government and church, to provide those things which the family unit cannot provide.  Thus we owe all in authority over us respect and honor because they hold a God-given office.  And those in authority over others, be it parents over children, pastors over parishioners, civil servants over citizens, are to conduct themselves in their offices knowing that they are actually God’s representatives.

When we honor those in authority over us, when we honor our care-givers, we are acknowledging God’s divine action in the world and His divine care through people.  When we carry out our responsibilities to family and others, we are respecting our God-given positions.  As care-givers of any kind, we have the opportunity to glorify God as we care for those for whom God has made us responsible.

If we have failed to give honor and respect, if we have failed in our duty to give care, we take those sins to Jesus, repent of them, receive His cross-established forgiveness through a Spirit-given faith in Him, and go on to be responsible and respectful Christians.

Words of Faith # 35

December 24, 2003
Christmas, the celebration of the Birth of Jesus, mankind’s only Saviour

This is the day, the time of the year, at which the Christian portion of the world generally finds itself at peace.  That is because the portion of the world which is Christian allows the peace of God which passes all understanding to fill it, in a wonderfully fuller measure, for a few hours, a day and a half, while it rests and remembers the birth of the Prince of Peace.

Even within the secular world there is a little peace at this time of the year.  Because of the birth of Christ and the Christian influence upon society, stores are closed, manufacturing facilities take a short break, people stay at home for a change, and things are just generally quieter.  These are all a hint at the great peace which is available to everyone, every day of the year, by God’s grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  

On that first Christmas Eve St. Luke records that angels sang God’s praises the night Christ was born and told the shepherds in the area of Bethlehem that because of this Child’s birth there would be peace on earth.  The challenge to the veracity of this has always been, “Since Christ there have been wars, crusades, persecutions, inquisitions, and the like.  Where is the ‘peace on earth’ promised by the angels?”

Peace on earth, with the things of the earth, with people on earth as is popularly imagined, will never exist.  While people live on this fallen world, while imperfect and sinful people make decisions which hurt others intentionally or not, while there is difference of opinion and refusal to accept the Word of God in its totality, there will never be peace.

But there is peace available in this chaotic world of sin, peace for man with God through the God-man, Jesus Christ.  This is what Christmas peace is about.  Man deserves nothing but God’s wrath and punishment.  There is no human being who is perfect and therefore lives at perfect peace with God.  It is just the opposite.  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  All have sinned and do not deserve the peace of God.  

But in Jesus there is peace, true peace, real peace, lasting peace.  God satisfies His wrath, He satisfies His sense of justice, by having His only-begotten Son endure all the wrath, all the punishment necessary to pay for the sins of all humanity.  The little Child, Whose birth we remember each Christmas, was the sacrifice for our sins.  God, in His infinite wisdom and love, sent Jesus, the babe of Bethlehem, to live and suffer and die for us so that we could be at peace with God.  By a Spirit-given faith in Jesus, the peace which we have for a few hours at Christmas can last a life time.  The peace of which the angels sang is a peace which passes all understanding.  The peace of the Christmas season is the peace which is seen in so many Christians in the midst of trial and heartache, during times of great sorrow and pain.  The peace of Christmas, which is the possession of every Christian, is the peace which provides comfort and serenity every day and in every situation.

The  peace of which the angels sing is understood in the clever bumper sticker which reads, “No Jesus, No peace.  Know Jesus, Know peace.”  This Christmas, know Jesus, the Prince of Peace and give Him your worship and praise.  Know Jesus this Christmas and you will know His peace every day of your life.  The Peace and Joy of Christmas be with you always.

Words of Faith # 36

January 7, 2004

The Parable of the Talents

Q:  In Matthew 25:14-30 and Luke 19: 12-27 Jesus uses similar parables which have always been a little confusing to me and which people have used to challenge my faith by saying that, “You do have to earn your salvation according to this parable.  The Gospel isn’t free.”  Can you help?

The Gospel is free!  That is what Jesus and His perfect life, His innocent suffering and death, and His glorious resurrection from the dead are all about.  He establishes our salvation for us.  The gift of faith in Him which then appropriates salvation and forgiveness is a gift to us by the power of the Holy Spirit.  (Ephesians 2:8-9) It is all ours by God’s grace.  It is all freely given without any prerequisite activity or goodness on our part.

That is what the talents and the minas are about in the two parables.  They were freely given.  The stewards / recipients did nothing to warrant their reception.  So it is with faith, forgiveness and salvation.  While we were still sinners, Christ died for us!  We did not earn His forgiveness or salvation.  We do not now deserve everything He freely gives us.

The problem is: What do we do with what we have?  “To whom much is given, much is required!”  We can summarize Scripture by saying, to whom anything is given, something is required.  God gives, but He does not just give to give, He gives with a purpose.  He makes Abraham the recipient of the promise of the Messiah.  Just for Abraham’s descendents?  No.  Abraham is chosen so that all the nations of the earth will be blessed through him.  Notice the purpose … a blessing to all the people of the world.

The gifts of money which represent the gift of membership in the kingdom of God in the parables, is not just given for the good of the individual.  There is obviously purpose behind the gifts.  Those who receive the gifts are to do something with it, namely make it more valuable.  How does the kingdom of God grow in value?  How does anything grow in value?  By adding more of the same to it.  One individual turns 5 into 10.  Another turns 2 into 4.  They understood that their gifts had purpose.  But those who held onto the gifts failed to understand that the gifts had purpose.  And by doing nothing with what is given, what was given is taken away.  They showed they did not appreciate the gift.

Salvation is free and simple and easy.  Forgiveness is free and simple and easy.  They are all gifts of God.  But what we do with them demonstrates our understanding of the gifts and also demonstrates our thankfulness for the gifts.  If we do nothing with salvation and forgiveness we express thanklessness.  We show we do not deserve to keep the gifts.  If we use them, expand their use, provide for others with them, we truly express our thanks to the One Who gave them.  This is the point of the parables.

Too many Christians today are rocking chair Christians.  They receive their gift.  They sit in their rockers and thank God that they are saved and stay in that rocker satisfied that their salvation is secure.  But they forget or ignore the fact that they, like Abraham, have a purpose… All the nations of the earth are to be blessed through them.  And when they refuse to manage their gifts to the glory of God and the furtherance of His kingdom, they have, in effect, declared that they do not care about the gift and have demonstrated they do not deserve to keep it.

The parables pose a warning to every believer:  Your gifts of forgiveness and salvation have been purchased and won for you by Jesus Christ.  But you have a responsibility to use them now, use them appropriately to His glory and honor and to the furtherance of His Kingdom.  If you do not, they will be taken from you.

The Gospel carries with it responsibility.  Recognize it.  Accept it.  Praise and thank God for the Gospel by sharing it, thus enabling His kingdom to grow.

Words of Faith  37

January 21, 2004

Jesus:  Threat to the world!

Why is Jesus such a threat to our society? Christians understand why Jesus is such a threat to our society.  If Jesus is the head of our society, if God’s Word is the norm for what we do and how we operate, just look at how many areas of life are threatened.

If God is not first then godless evolution and the resulting disrespect for life are primary.  People are then just animals which can be disposed of because they are inconvenient or a burden.  The abortionist, those who promote euthanasia don’t want Jesus in society.  He is threat to their self-centered disregard for God’s gift of life.

If God is not first and respected as such, then His gift of government no longer needs to be respected and government is no longer responsible to Him.  Therefore those in government have a great deal to fear because Jesus in society will take away their self-centered, pocket-lining reasons for being elected.  They don’t want to be responsible to God for their actions.

If God is not first, if Jesus is not proclaimed as Lord and Saviour, then the sexual perversion of the day can run rampant.  But if the manger scenes are allowed to stand in public and Jesus is allowed to be part of society where He belongs, then the homosexual can no longer spread his / her perversion, the pornographer will no longer be able to ruin the lives of young women, degrade God’s gift of sex, and destroy God’s gift of marriage.  Society will no longer put the stamp of  approval on unscriptural divorce.  People living together without the benefit of marriage will hear again that such activity is damnable. ( I Corinthians 6:9-11)  Jesus is a threat to them.

If God is not first, if Jesus is taken out of society, then the theft and covetous business practices which we hear about will run rampant.  But with Jesus in society, corporate America will no longer be able to rob the small investor and general public.  Jesus is a threat to illegitimate profits and corporate theft everywhere.

But for those who know Jesus, He is no threat.  He is the key to true freedom.  Jesus frees from slavery to sin, death, and Satan.  Jesus frees people to live as redeemed sinners, always knowing they are forgiven by faith in Him and having the assurance of eternal life.  Jesus frees people to live free of the fear of death and frees them to live the commandments to their benefit and the benefit of all of society.  Having Jesus in society is the greatest blessing possible.  Isn’t it a shame that Satan has convinced the general public that Jesus is a threat?  He is only a threat to those who are determined to be lost for eternity!

Words of Faith  38

February 4, 2004

Christians go to church!

Remember the Sabbath Day by keeping it holy.  Say it this way, Remember the Rest Day by setting it aside for God’s use.  Does that help?

There are way too many who profess a faith in Jesus, who declare themselves Christian, but will not darken the door of a church to worship.  They declare that they can believe, they can be Christians without going to church.  And they are correct.

Many of those same people will declare that churches are full of hypocrites.  And they are right again.  There are plenty of hypocrites in any and every church.  They don’t want to be around all of those hypocrites who say one thing on Sunday morning and live something else the rest of the week.  That’s understandable.

You don’t have to go to church to be a Christian.  But the other side of the coin is equally, if not more true … CHRISTIANS GO TO CHURCH!  Refusal to worship with the brother and sister in Christ is a sin.  Refusing to let God work on you and your faith, not resting from your activity in order to let God strengthen you through His Word, the Sacraments, and through the love and fellowship of other Christians is a sin because you are refusing to use what God has purposefully given to His people, to Christians.   Refusal to worship is a refusal of God’s care.  It is a sin to think you can go it alone.  God never intended for His people to be lone wolves.  They are to be together in all aspects of this life. 

And, yes, the church is full of hypocrites.  It is also filled with sinners.  There are no perfect people in the church.  There are just forgiven and redeemed sinners who gather to tell God “Thank You!” for the gift of faith in Jesus, faith which grants forgiveness and eternal life.  The church is filled with forgiven sinners who desire to be strengthened in that gift of faith so that they can live in a fallen world without losing the faith which will eventually open heaven for them.

Church, worship, fellowship with other believers is a tremendous gift of God.  When that gift is refused you tell God that you know better than Him.  What a sin! Why not confess the sin, remember the cross-established forgiveness of Jesus Christ, and pray that God the Holy Spirit help you live as a Christian, worshipping, growing in the faith, and praising Him the way He wants to be praised, along with the voices of all those other redeemed by the precious blood of Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the world.

Leave your judgment of imperfect Christians at home and join in the praise of Him Who has died to establish life for us.  Over time, you will come to understand the sin you have been committing and the harm you were doing yourself.  You will also learn to appreciate all those imperfect Christians who live under the cross of Jesus, live with the great comfort and hope of heaven.  As that attitude grows, so will your faith, so will your joy of worship.  You will say along with the Psalmist, “I was glad when they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord.’”

Words of Faith 39

February 18, 2004

Lent is on the horizon

The word “Lent” is derived from the word “lengthen.”  This is the time of the year when we begin to appreciate the obviously lengthening time of sunlight.  This year the penitential season of Lent begins on February 25th, next Wednesday.

Within the church year, Lent is one of the two penitential seasons, the other being Advent.  Advent is the four week period prior to Christmas.  Advent is penitential in that the church recalls the reason for the birth of Jesus, namely our sinfulness and the need for a Saviour.  It is also a time in which we remember that as Jesus once came He will come again to judge the living and the dead.

Lent, on the other hand, is deeply penitential.  During this time of the year the church recalls the magnitude of our sins and the great cost God paid to satisfy His justice, namely the life of His only-begotten, His beloved Son, Jesus.

In many places, the church enters the Lenten Season with the imposition of ashes on the foreheads of the worshippers.  This is a sign of our contrition, that is, our sorrow over the sins which Christ must die to forgive.  We remember thereby that we are dust and to dust we will return.  The imposition symbolically recalls the sackcloth and ashes of the Old Testament, the sign of people sorrowing over sin.

It is traditional, in some Christian circles, to give up something for Lent.  This is a way of imitating the fact that Christ gave up His life to save us.  If you follow this tradition, do it privately so that only you and God know of your sacrifice.  This will keep the practice spiritually beneficial.  To talk of your sacrifice, to even brag about it, defeats the very purpose of such a holy and beneficial activity.  You might receive praise from people for doing it, but the result is the spiritual benefit of a heightened awareness of God’s sacrifice for you is lost.  Read Matthew 6: 16-18.

Worship is vital to a successful preparation for Lent.  Without the constant focus on the need for Jesus’ suffering and death, without worship on Good Friday, witnessing the death of Jesus for us, Easter can be nothing but the celebration of the coming of Spring, nothing but bunnies and eggs and candy.  Easter is meaningless without penitence, contrition, and a view of Christ on the cross preceding it.

Use the season of Lent to make a meaningful journey to the open tomb of Resurrection Sunday.  Lent, in all of its sobriety, can bring each Christian great joy, the joy of knowing a Christ Who has suffered, died, and rises from the dead to establish the forgiveness of sins and the guarantee of eternal life with Him in heaven.  God bless your Lenten

Words of Faith 40

March 3, 2003

Evolution vs. Creation

 Yes, Virginia, there is a Creator.

We live in an age which attempts, at just about every turn, to eliminate God from its vocabulary.  Recently one of our NASA space craft landed on Mars with the express purpose of finding the “building blocks of life.”  To put it another way, we landed on Mars to prove that God does not exist and that evolution is the real answer to all existence.

We place a variety of scientific names on things, eras, rock formations, fossil remains and imagine thereby that we are doing science.  How far from the truth.  (Our word science comes from the Latin for “knowledge.”)  But how much knowledge do we really have.  We have the fossil, yet so much of what is claimed to be known about the life of the animal before it became a fossil is all conjecture.  When looked at with the preconceived notion of evolution science arrives at one answer.  Yet, when  looked at from the point of creation and the flood of Genesis 8, an entirely different set of ideas is reached.  For which set of answers / ideas is there more proof?  The Biblical account actually has more proof.

Did you know that the carbon 14 dating method is highly inaccurate and that the machinery used in the dating method requires predetermined dates to be plugged into the machines calculator before running the test?  The test is based on the guesses of the people who bring in an item to be dated! 

Did you know that you can take a fish, killed one day, place it in mud, carbon 14 date it 48 hours later, and it will show the fish has been dead for 40,000 years?  How’s that for science, knowledge?  Wouldn’t hold up in a court of law, would it?  And yet our society has this dating forced down our throats during the 5:30 news, on the history channel, on PBS, and in the class room where such teaching is mandated.

Did you know that Darwinian evolution actually has its foundation in Hinduism and not in science.  The Hindus believe in the progression of souls.  Darwin took this thinking, which was rampant for several generations within his family, especially with his grandfather Erasmus Darwin, and applied it to the natural world.  Erasmus made the statement, long before Charles, that all life evolved from a single filament and progressed from there.  Evolution is just rehashed Hinduism.  It has no foundation in fact.  It is a belief system, nothing more.

People today depend far too much on TV for what they will believe.  We are bombarded with erroneous information day in and day out.  We are expected to believe what comes to us with someone else’s preconceived notions as being the whole truth.  Since the Scopes trial, objectivity, when it comes to the source of existence, has been lost, even persecuted.  Before you dismiss creation and buy into evolution, why not give serious consideration to the reality of a Creator? It will change your life, your attitudes, and the way you look at your fellow man!

Words of Faith  # 41

For March 17, 2004

Gay Marriages

This is certainly a hot and difficult topic within society today.  An agenda is being forced down the throats of the American public.  This agenda is filled with innuendo and disinformation.  Should we leave the homosexuals do as they please?  Is there a direction from God that should be followed?

God’s Word is crystal clear about the subject.  Leviticus 18 and 20 both note that a man sleeping with a man is detestable.  Leviticus 20 says they should be put to death.  A simple and straight forward answer.  This is how seriously God looks at the sin of homosexuality.  Paul writes in I Corinthians that homosexuals have no part in the kingdom of heaven.   Again, a simple and straightforward answer.  Any society which permits such to go on will surely crumble and fall as all such societies have in the past.  No human argument, no rationalization, no amount of screaming by  celebreties can ever change the reality which God has placed before us.

Here is some information which you will not hear about or read about in most of the press of the day: 1.) Homosexuality is a choice.  Only a tiny fraction of one percent of the homosexual population is genetically predisposed to this thinking.  Even those who are genetically predisposed can opt for a heterosexual lifestyle.  2.) The homosexual lifestyle is detrimental to a persons overall health.  The average American male now lives about 80 years.  The homosexual male lives to an average of 41.  3.) The murder rate among this homosexual community is one of the highest of any subgroup within Western culture.

A recent article in “The Weekly Standard” (February 2, 2004) details the failure of allowing homosexual behavior to flourish on a large scale.  Since about 1990 the various Scandinavian countries have permitted just about everything.  Marriage has declined drastically.  Divorce has increased drastically.  Single parent households rose considerably.  And separation by “married” homosexuals is on the rise.  All the openness has simply allowed for greater promiscuity on the part of the homosexual community as well a giving them free reign to recruit victims.

God’s Word directs His people away from this sin, away from the promotion of this sin, and away from placing any kind of approval on this sin.  For those involved in it today, Jesus comes to them with the offer of forgiveness and help.  He asks the homosexual and all sinners to repent and believe that He has lived and died to pay for all sins.  And with a Spirit-established faith in Him He promises to work change to the benefit of the repentant sinner and therefore to the good of all society.

Words of Faith # 42

March 31, 2004

Approaching the death of Jesus 

We have a tremendous portrayal of the love of Jesus today in the film, The Passion of the Christ.  Although many do not like it, the numbers and the profits show that there is a great longing for the message of the Gospel and that people will flock to hear it or see it.  For those who have not seen it, it will make the worship of Holy Week ever more meaningful.

Years back the “Journal of the American Medical Association” printed an article which detailed death by crucifixion.  It was gruesome.  But it was also necessary for today’s modern and sheltered Christian to read and understand what the Lord endured for us on a physical level.  But there was so much more which cannot be seen.

In the words of Jesus from the cross, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” we have the essence of the establishment of the Gospel.  The physical suffering of Jesus was only a minute part of His suffering on our behalf.  If you have read about the suffering and if you have seen the movie, you have witnessed only a fraction of what it took to establish forgiveness and eternal life.

God separated Himself from His Son and made Him endure hell while He hung on the cross.  That is the real torture; that is the punishment which established our salvation.  When Jesus hung on that cross, the Father turned His back on His Son.  Jesus had taken the sins of all humanity upon Himself at that point and God would not look upon that sin.  His Son, covered in our sins, had to be separated from the perfect and holy God.  In His justice, God had to exact punishment for all that sin.  Jesus took the sin and endured the punishment so that no sinful human being would ever have to endure that hell.  God damned His Son so that we would not have to be damned.   ….  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him will not perish but have eternal life.”

Gore, blood, pain, torture, and the full experience of hell has established salvation for every single human being.  That is what Good Friday is about.  And three days later this same Jesus rises from the dead to show that sin, death, and Satan are conquered.  He shows that He is the first of many, all those who believe in Him, who will rise on the Last Day.

It may be gory, but the suffering and death of Jesus are the most beautiful and awesome events in the history of man.  And yet one event surpasses Good Friday: the glorious resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  Let there be no doubt, forgiveness and salvation are secure.  Believe it.

Words of Faith # 43

April 14, 2004

Christ is Risen!  Alleluia!

The tomb is empty.  What does that mean?  Does it mean that the body of the crucified Jesus was stolen and a major hoax, lasting for two millennia, has been perpetuated upon mankind?  Or does it mean what believers have known it to mean, that Jesus really was the Son of the Living God, that He died for our sins, and that He gloriously rose again from the dead?  Hoax or truth?

Much has been written in an attempt to disprove the person and work of Jesus.  Why?  If Jesus is real, if His death and resurrection are real, then there really is a God and then we are all responsible to Him.  That frightens a lot of  people who do not know the Saviour, His Father, or the Holy Spirit of God Who works faith.  For the unbeliever God is a frightening reality to deal with.  A real God means there is really sin.  And real sin means the reality of punishment for sin.  Therefore, it is “safer” in the minds and imaginations of the unbeliever not to have a God, Creator, Ruler, Judge, One to Whom we are all accountable.

Consider the work of the apostles after the resurrection as a proof of the reality of the work and person of Jesus.  (This is just one of many “proofs” which mitigate an acceptance of Jesus and His work as real.)  What did the apostles gain if they created this “story” about Jesus of Nazareth Who lived and died and rose?  Did they gain financially from it?  Did they get huge homes and fancy transportation?  What would be their motivation to create this religion?  All they got out of it was persecution, beatings and scourging, and finally death.  Ten out of the original 11 died as martyrs for the faith.  Why create and perpetuate a religion if there is nothing in it for you?  What would have driven them to endanger their lives just to talk about Jesus?

There is only one legitimate answer:  they saw, talked with, ate with the resurrected Jesus.  They were convinced, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that this Jesus was the Son of God Who lived and died and rose from the dead to establish forgiveness and eternal life for mankind.  They knew that He would grant them eternal life.  The loss of their physical lives was nothing when compared to the heaven the resurrected Jesus promised them.  Thus they witnessed and gave their lives to declare to the world that Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!

Want to read more about the defense of the faith, read, The Defense Never Rests,  by Craig Parton, Concordia Publishing House, St. Louis, MO., 2003.

Words of Faith # 44

April 28th, 2004

How do we look at the Word?

We have just journeyed through Lent and we have celebrated Easter, the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  It is a highlight of the church.  And now things calm down a little.  Perhaps the church becomes a little complacent as we reach Pentecost, Trinity Sunday, and then go into the non-festival part of the church year.  This time of the church year, quiet to a degree, is a good time to sit back, consider the various things that have been said about Jesus, from birth to death to life again, and consider the basis for what we believe as Christians, the Bible.

Each Christmas season and each Lenten / Easter season, the public in this country is flooded with opinions about Jesus, all supposedly based upon the Bible.  We might watch Public TV or the History Channel or even A & E and listen to “scholars” from around the world talk about Jesus, His life and death, the events of His life, and we will even hear challenges to His person and observe how these “scholars” easily dismiss the Bible as something mythological.  What do we do with all of the “stuff’ with which we are bombarded?

In a recent “Words of Faith” I noted that sinful human nature tries to dismiss the reality of Jesus because a real Jesus means there is a real God which means there is real accounting to that God for the sins of this life.  That is a frightening reality to the sinner.  Why does some of the religious community perpetuate the challenge to the reality of Jesus and the factual nature and the historicity of the Bible?  For the same reasons: They may belong to the religious community but are in effect unbelievers.  It seems as though they are the ones always invited to talk about the Bible and about Jesus.  TV certainly does not want to come out supporting Jesus, therefore the Bible cannot really be God’s Word cover to cover.  It must be attacked and discredited at all costs!

The Bible is the Word of God.  Period.  Genesis one is the real account of how the universe came into existence.  Just because we cannot fathom such a God Who can create like that does not negate the truth.  God did give His law to Moses and that law is still in effect.  It will never change because it came from a changeless God.  The axe did float.  It means nothing that we cannot repeat the miracle. Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit.  No amount of rationalization and speculation changes that truth.  The virgin bore a Son just as prophesied 600 years before.  Jesus did walk on water.  Jesus did feed 5,000 with two fish and five barley loaves.  Jesus did die and rise from the dead.  And every other thing recorded in between these highlights happened just as recorded.  The Bible is the Word of God from a God Who never lies.

Until anyone comes to the point of believing the full truth of the Word of God as contained within the Bible, he or she will live with doubt and fear.  Rather than believing the make believe scholars who are so full of themselves because they got to be on TV, why not try believing that the God of all truth wanted you to know everything necessary for forgiveness and salvation and He has provided that everything in His holy, inerrant, inspired Word, the Bible.  Pick it up, read it, and believe what it says to you.  It is God’s Word!  The Bible is God speaking to you.

Words of Faith  # 45

For May 12, 2004

The Laws We Can Break

In the Old Testament there were all kinds of laws that Israel was supposed to keep.  The laws came from God.  So why don’t we have to keep them?  Or are we sinning when we eat pork, etc.?

These laws were given to Israel to help them, protect them, and set them apart from the unbelieving world.  They were established to set up a society and culture where there had been none.  They were also part and parcel of Israel’s religious life which was designed to point them to the Messiah.  The sacrificial laws showed to Israel that they were to be holy in the presence of the holy God.  In so attempting, they were to see their own sinfulness, their inability to be perfect, their inability to do anything perfectly and then to recognize their need for God and His forgiveness.  That need for forgiveness from God was satisfied in the sacrifices of animals which appeared to be perfect and spotless.  As the people believed God would forgive as He said when the perfect sacrifices were made, they received their forgiveness.  Forgiveness, even in that context, was through faith in God’s promise to forgive.  The ceremonial sacrifices ultimately pointed to the perfect sacrifice of the Messiah, Jesus Christ.

The various social laws which were given were established to create a harmonious community in which the chosen people of God could live and work and prepare for the coming of the Messiah.  Although they were required to keep them as law, they, too, were, in effect, gifts of God to help them live and function in harmony.

When the Son of God, Jesus of Nazareth, came and lived among humanity, He lived perfectly.  He perfectly kept all the laws which were given by God.  This perfection was satisfaction to God for all His holy demands of people.  Then, when this perfect Jesus went to the cross, He was the perfect sacrifice for the sins of people.  He was the ultimate sacrifice that was foreshadowed in the sacrifice of spotless animals as demanded in Leviticus and Numbers.

Once all of God’s demands were satisfied people were freed from having to keep those laws which foreshadowed Jesus.  It was explained to St. Peter in a vision as recorded in Acts 10.  The early church understanding this ceased following the Old Testament Levitcal laws.

Of course the Ten Commandments were never abandoned or negated.  These remain for all time. They still show us our sinfulness and our need for a Saviour.  They still detail how to live a life which is a constant display of our thankfulness for the gifts of forgiveness and eternal life through faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.   (More on this thought next time when the topic is, “Is God permissive?”)

Words of Faith # 46

For May 26, 2004

Is God Permissive?  Part I

Is God permissive?  Does He allow me to sin and let me get away with it?

In talking to people over the years who were involved in things which went against God’s Word, especially His Commandments, I would occasionally run into the person who would say to me, “I have talked to God about my situation.  He understands why I am doing this.”  It was their way of saying to me, God understands that I am being to forced to sin and its OK.  This has normally happened when couples are confronted because they are living together without marriage, that is fornicating, and committing adultery, that is, having an affair while still married.

It is shocking to think that people actually believe God approves of their sin.  No where is the Bible does God ever approve of sin.  Nowhere!  When He states that certain actions or activities are sin they are always sin, they always have been sin, they will always be sin.  No matter how long and hard someone prays, God never puts His stamp of approval on any one’s sin!  This cannot be emphasized enough.

We live in a society where almost everything goes.  We live in a time when we have been told that if we are loving about what we do, we are doing the right, the moral thing.  Thus the sin of murdering infants in the womb is right and moral because they may have had a miserable life and we saved them from that misery by killing them through abortion.  Thus the sin of homosexuality is right and moral because two people love each other.  Thus the sin of euthanasia is moral and right because it was a loving thing to end the suffering of a loved one.

Without exception, God never puts His stamp of approval on any sin.  Once He has called it a sin it remains a sin and the action is one more reason to spend eternity in hell.  Period.  No rationalization, no excuses, no amount of praying will ever change this reality.

So what do we do with this information?  First, resolve, with the help of God, to get the idea out of our heads that God ever approves of our sin at any time.  Then look to the cross of Jesus one more time and recall that the reason for the cross was our sin.  Jesus had to die for us because we cannot be perfect and we will always fight His perfect law.  Then, seeing the innocent suffering and death of Jesus to pay for our sins, our rationalizations, our excuses for sinning, repent!  Tell Him you are sorry.  In faith, turn to Jesus Who died for you, ask for forgiveness, believe you have it through faith in Him, and then by the power of the Holy Spirit, resolve to rid yourself of excuses, rid yourself of the erroneous notion that God permits you to sin, and resolve to live according to His law as an expression of your thankfulness for your cross-established forgiveness

Words of Faith  # 47

For June 9th, 2004

Is God permissive?  Part II

There is another part to the question of God being permissive:  We see all the various ills in this world, abuse of children, terrorists,  etc.  But God is supposed to be a loving and almighty God, right?  So why does He permit things like that to happen?

A permissive God?  In fact, God is permissive when it comes to the above.  His permissiveness is a demonstration of His anger towards people.  St. Paul writes in Romans 1 about this very thing.  God’s anger is not just reserved for Judgment Day.  His anger is expressed in the fact that He allows humanity to fool themselves into thinking their sin is OK.  When He does that, He is creating a situation whereby sinful, fallible, corrupt, self-centered humanity will eventually come to the conclusion that they are bankrupt by themselves.

Look at this list from Romans 1 of the perversions and the description of the activities that sinful humanity will engage in: idol worship, homosexuality, wickedness, greed, malice, envy, murder, quarrelling, deceit, viciousness, gossip, slandering God (using His name in vain), being haughty, being disobedient children, breaking promises (Like to love, honor and cherish until death!), being loveless and showing no mercy (as in abortion) and a few more.  Humanity hasn’t changed, 

hasn’t evolved since 60 A.D., has it?

People imagine that they, the created beings, are in charge and can make good choices, choices that make them feel good.  But the result of doing things man’s way is a list of moral evils and garbage.  The result of God being permissive, that is, the result of God not punishing each sin instantly with a lightning bolt from heaven, is a long list of ills within society.  This list of ills is its own punishment upon a sinful society.

“But the innocents,” you ask, “what about the innocents who also suffer?  If He is in control and is almighty, why doesn’t He protect the innocents?”

Because we all live in a fallen world, we will all suffer from the results of sin in one way or another.  Believers and heathen alike have MS or get cancer or have heart attacks.  We all suffer from the curse in the Garden of Eden.  Some of that curse results in child abuse, some of it results in terrorist attacks, some of the curse results in AIDS, and so on.  It is part of the fallen world.  Those who have faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour are assured of a better life after this one.  In the meantime, even believers must suffer some of the pain of the curse.  But for the one who believes in Jesus as Lord and Saviour and who knows what existence is all about, the curse is not as devastating.  There is hope.  For those who don’t know Jesus, there is hopelessness and the confusion of a mixed up notion of what God’s justice is all about.

Those who continue in their unholy way suffer the punishment of the sins eventually in this life and definitely in hell.  Much of the perversion that is allowed today ends up in death and pain, the consequences of God’s curse of permissiveness.  For the innocents who suffer, if they have faith in Jesus, the suffering is only temporary.  Heaven will be their eternal home.  The suffering of this life is nothing in comparison to heaven.

When you look at the suffering in the world, hopefully you see the need for God.  That is what He would have you see.  The suffering of this life, the success of the wicked, the wealth of the perverted, all point us to a need for a Saviour.  He name is Jesus.  Rather than challenging God and His might and His power and His justice, let the injustice of this life lead you to a just and loving God Who forgives sins because of the perfect life and innocent suffering and death of His only-begotten Son.  You will be much less concerned about what you might perceive as unjust and uncontrolled permissiveness.  Rather you will look past the difficulties of this life to the assurance of eternal life by faith in the crucified and risen Jesus.  And you will also begin to be less concerned about the injustice suffered by the “innocents” and more concerned about the “innocents” hearing about Jesus so that they too will enjoy an eternity with Jesus in heaven.

Words of Faith  # 48

For June 23, 2004

Forgiveness

Why do some people refuse forgiveness?  Is it OK to feel so badly about your sin that you don’t want to be forgiven?

It is not right to refuse God’s forgiveness for refusing that forgiveness puts you in the realm of playing God.  It is a breaking of the First Commandment to refuse forgiveness from the God Who sent His only-begotten Son to die to pay for our sins.  Refusal to accept God’s forgiveness by faith in Jesus is a form of playing God.

What did God do for sinners?  He looked at us, loved us, saw that in Adam and Eve we created a situation so desperate that only He could solve the problem.  He promises to do that in Genesis 3.  He does solve the problem of sin in the person of His Son, Jesus Christ, as detailed for us in the New Testament. Jesus’ death on the cross paid for all sins.  And that “all sins” is 99.9999% inclusive.  (The only sin not forgiven is the sin against the Holy Spirit which is the sin of refusing His work on us to make us contrite and repentant and bring us the forgiveness of Jesus.)  Through Jesus, God sends the Holy Spirit to create faith (Ephesians 2:8-9) in us so that we receive His divine cross-established forgiveness.  If God goes through all of this trouble to ensure we are forgiven, why would anyone think that their sin is so great that they cannot be or should not be forgiven.

If the infinite, omniscient God wants a person forgiven, what could possibly motivate that person to refuse forgiveness?  It could possibly be a God-complex, thinking he / she knows better than God and should not be forgiven.  Or it could be that they have believed Satan’s temptation to doubt the magnitude of God’s love and forgiveness and then imagine additional suffering must take place to ensure that all the necessary suffering for a sin is complete.  Or it could simply be a weak or uneducated faith not taking God up on the complete promise He makes to us.

The truth is that when Jesus died He died to forgive all sins.  His suffering and death was payment enough for all sins.  He died for the sins of misusing His name.  He died for the sins of adultery and fornication.  He died to pay for the sins of every serial killer who ever lived.  He suffered and died to pay for ALL sin.  Believe it!

When you believe it, your sins are forgiven.  When you believe that Jesus died to pay for all sins you have the confidence of knowing that the Holy Spirit has worked on you, you have a saving faith, all your sins are forgiven, and there is no need for additional satisfaction on your part.  Rejoice in the forgiveness.  Don’t try to redo what Christ has already done for you.  Rejoice and live in thankfulness that by a Spirit-given faith in Jesus your sins are forgiven and that you are headed for heaven.

Words of Faith # 49

For July 7, 2004

What is prayer?  How do you pray?

Prayer, quite simply, is talking to God.  It is a gift from God.  God wants us to be in a constant conversation with Him so He gives us prayer.

Prayer does not have to be the formal requests that one might hear during a worship service.  That type of prayer has its place in the worship service, but for regular “talking with God,” that kind of formality is not essential.

Within the original languages of the Bible, Hebrew in the Old Testament and Koine Greek in the New Testament, there are some 35+ verbs which relate to and describe prayer.  The words range from talking to God, to making a petition before a king, to begging, to simply asking, to demanding from God.  As this wide range of verbs equaling prayer are reviewed, there is a simple conclusion that is reached:  No matter what the condition, circumstance, event, or problem God wants His people to be talking to Him!  Whether faith is weak or strong, whether we go to Him with praise or bring our worst fears before Him, whether we simply want to thank Him for the great day or ask Him to guide the hand of the surgeon, He wants us in constant communication with Him.

To pray is an activity which keeps the First Commandment.  When we go to God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in prayer, we are in effect saying, “I believe in You, God.  I believe Your promises to me.  I trust You will hear and answer my prayers as You have promised.”  Prayer is an act of trust.  The First Commandment means that we are to “… Fear, love and TRUST in God above all things.

Rather than thinking about prayer as a command, which certainly is proper, try thinking about it as an invitation from God the almighty Creator, to visit with Him.  He wants His creatures to talk with Him.  Take Him up on the offer.

And because He invites us into His presence and because He wants us to bring everything to Him, please eliminate the word “just” from your prayers.  Too many times Christians say something like, “Lord, I JUST want you to listen to this, or I JUST want You to help me with that.”  This vocabulary is ridiculous and insulting to God.  He is the almighty God.  He invites you to come into His presence and bring everything to Him.  Don’t make some kind of bargain with Him by saying, “If You would JUST do this for me I will leave you alone.”  Go boldly before the throne of grace and give Him every concern, every need, every want, every fear, every request for everyone and everything and every situation you can think of.  That is what He invites us to do as we go to Him in prayer.  Anything less demonstrates that we do not completely trust His promises to us; we do not believe He is powerful enough to do everything.

Forget using that word “just” in your prayers.  Boldly take absolutely everything to Him.  He can handle it all.  He can do it all.  Tell Him about it and let Him handle it.  Prayer will do what God promised it would do for the righteous man, it will accomplish much!  Talk to your God!

Words of Faith  # 50

For July 21, 2004

Worship vs. Service

What is the difference between worship and service?

This is an interesting question to consider in the midst of contemporary Christianity’s flirtation with all sorts of “stuff” which is labeled as worship.  There is little worship of God going on in much of Christendom today.  Much of what is popularly called worship is actually entertainment, Christian entertainment, but it is not worship.

The German Lutheran tradition has a word which clearly describes what worship is to be about.  The word is “Gottesdienst.”  It means, a time when God serves us.  This meaning clearly relates to the Third Commandment, “Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.”  The Commandment means, “Remember the Day of Rest (Sabbath) and keep it set aside for God’s use (holy).”  Worship is to be a time when we stop our activities and let God work on us.  Worship is a time when people rest and God works!  This is “Gottesdienst.”

What happens in true worship?  People recognize that they cannot save themselves.  Worshippers recognize that they need God’s help and take time to let Him give them help through the hearing of His Word as it is sung and spoken in hymns and liturgy and through the reception of the Sacrament which is given for the forgiveness of sins and the strengthening of faith.  Worship is God centered in that the entire time centers upon humble sinners gratefully receiving God’s blessings through Word and Sacrament.

Too much of today’s “worship” is actually man centered.  People leave church “feeling” good because they have been entertained.  They have spent time singing certain songs which makes them feel good.  And when that is the highlight of “worship” they are the ones who have been worshipped and entertained and the experience in church has had little or nothing to do with God working on them.  They have worked on themselves.  This is a man-centered experience.  Man has been served by man.  It is not “worship.”

When the activities of worship have pointed us to God’s activity on our behalf we have worshipped.  When that worship makes us “feel good” because we have sung a hymn which glorifies God and also makes us “feel good,” the secondary aspect of “feeling good” is not a problem.  But when “feeling good” becomes the primary reason for assembling in a church, we do not have worship of God, we do not have God serving us, we have entertainment, the worship of and service to man.

Our service takes place once we leave worship.  When we have been fed on Word and Sacrament, when God has strengthened our faith and our relationship with Him as we rested from our labor and let Him work on us, we proceed into the world and work for Him.  Then we live out our holiness, the fact that we are set aside for His use (Ephesians 2:10).  We serve Him by sharing the faith He has strengthened in worship.  We service Him by caring for our fellow man in His name.  We serve Him living as examples of redeemed sinners who are thankful for our cross-established salvation.  Worship is only worship when God and His blessings for us are at the center of the activity.  

When we bring ourselves, our activity, our songs, our whatever to the forefront in an activity at our place of worship, we have asked God to reward us for our actions.  This is, in effect, asking God to worship man.  It is a form of idolatry, a form that is rampant in the church today.

Think about what you do when you worship.  God must always be at the center.  He must get the glory.  We are to be at the receiving end of everything.  And once we receive from God, then we serve Him Who has given us everything.  (More on the same topic next time.)

Words of Faith  # 51

For August 4, 2004

More on worship

In what is presented as worship today, there is a great deal of idolatry in the form of man worship and self worship.  Why do many people assemble is some places?  Because of the entertainment factor and because of the self-satisfaction that is found in certain “worship” activities.

Listening to a variety of music which is played on Christian radio and then used within some worship contexts, a disturbing number of times the word “I” is used.  When “I” takes the place of God,  Jesus, and Holy Spirit in the vocabulary of songs, the song must be carefully analyzed and a determination made as to who is at the center of the song.

Having written that statement, I would encourage you to go to the Psalms for seeing and understanding to proper use of the word “I” within worship.  The Psalms are filled with the word “I” being used to show the writers relationship to the God Who has provided a particular writer with some form of blessing or salvation.  The Psalms demonstrate the proper use of the word “I” within the hymnody of the church.

Compare the Psalms with much of today’s Christian music and you will find a marked contrast.  “I” in today’s “Christian” music ( “Christian” is purposely in quotation marks because it is actually not Christian!)  points God to the person, the person’s work, the person’s activity, the person’s faith.  This is a form of idolatry, the worship of man.  When man holds up his/her accomplishments or attitudes or faith to God, expecting God to respond to what the human being has done, the realm of Christianity has been abandoned.  This is the problem with much of popular “Christian” lyrics today.

The music of the day is certainly upbeat and pleasant and even inspiring in a secular fashion.  The problem is people enjoy the music, get caught up in singing a catchy tune, and do not pay attention to the idolatrous words which accompany the melody.  They love singing something which pleases the ear while ignoring the damage the words due to faith in Jesus as the only Saviour from sin.  The worshipper imagines that because they “feel good” about the tunes what they did was pleasing and acceptable to God.  Human, fallible, sin-infected emotions are usually wrong.

What constitutes Christian worship?  When the entire activity, vocabulary, movement, motion, and whatever else goes on is all directed away from man and to God, and when those same activities, vocabulary, movements, motions, and whatever else opens man up to receive blessings from God, you have Christian worship.

Look carefully and analyze what you hear and read and sing.  Reject everything which gives man any credit for anything to do with salvation and forgiveness.  Hold on to everything which gives God all the glory and all the credit for you cross-established forgiveness and salvation.  In that way you will always have the confidence of knowing that you are worshipping Him and not yourself.

The Christian should always want to say, “Soli Deo Gloria!”, to God alone be the glory!

Words of Faith # 52   For August 18, 2004

Churches only want your money!

Why is it that churches are always asking for money?  Are they just institutions looking to perpetuate themselves?  Why so much emphasis on money?

Why does the church exist?  The church exists to strengthen the faith of those who believe in Jesus as Lord and Saviour and with a strengthened faith in Jesus the church brings others into that same saving faith which it enjoys.  Those are the two basic reasons for the existence of the church.

Money is needed to keep this important work going.  Without money heating, electric, phone, mortgage, and insurance bills would never get paid and the believing community would not have the best place possible to worship and from which to center its work.  Without money qualified and trained people would be unable to provide care for the people of God in a given location.  Without money the ability to bring the message of Jesus Christ to others would be severely hampered.  Without money the church could not be as effective an agent for change as it can be when it has money with which to work.

But why does the church want my money?   Well, regardless of what anyone may think, the money, any possession which you use, does not belong to you.  It is only on loan to you from God.  Your ability to earn money is a gift of God.  If you have a good income, it is because God has blessed you, it is not because you earned by yourself.  If you have had a good job and now have a good retirement, it is a gift of God.  He blessed you with the job.  He blessed you with the health to work all those years.  He blessed you with the abilities which you used to earn and save and prosper.  Ultimately it is all from His hand on loan to you.  Therefore all you have, own, possess, use, and enjoy is something which God lets you use.  It is not yours!

The church does not want YOUR money!  God wants you to give to His church some of which He has loaned to you for use in this life so that the work He wants done in this life gets done by His church with the money and wealth He has given you.  Get the picture.  He wants you to share as He has shared with you.

People need to get to the point of acknowledging that all they possess is a gift of God.  It is all on loan to you.  You cannot take it with you.  The greed of holding on to everything as if it is really was your possession is a breaking of the First Commandment.  You do not acknowledge God as the giver of everything.  You treat the gifts of God as idols, as your gods, which you hold on to and literally worship.  The above questions really bring to the foreground the sin of 21st Century Western culture.  We have more idols around us today than the Egyptians, the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the Canaanites, the Romans, the Greeks, and the Norsemen combined!  

What is the Christian attitude toward money and giving?  First, all that we have is a gift of God and it is critical that we acknowledge this without reservation.  Second, we are to look at the cross of Jesus.  We look at the fact that He suffered and died to pay for all of our sins, especially the sins of greed and worshipping money.  In faith we go to Him, confessing our sin, asking for His forgiveness for our greed, believe that He has given us forgiveness through our Spirit-given faith, and then ask Him to move His Holy Spirit to help us give freely as He has so freely given to us.  

It is time we asked Him to give us the ability to give freely of what He has so freely loaned to us. Then the above questions will never be asked again!

Words of Faith # 53

For September 1, 2004

Who can be saved?

The title goes to the heart of the question in each soul which at least acknowledges God’s existence.  If there is a God there is an afterlife and if there is an afterlife how can I be sure that I will be with God?

No man or woman can save himself or herself.  People cannot, by themselves, do anything to guarantee an eternity with God.  No amount of self-sacrifice will save anyone.  No one who gives us his or her life to save another will be saved because of their actions.  We might praise them for their sacrifice, but God will not guarantee eternal life to them just because of one or even a series of selfless sacrifices.

No one can do enough to appease the perfect, holy God so that He would allow you into heaven by what you have done.  No amount of reasoning, rationalizing, pleading, or begging will get you into heaven.  No amount of money given to charity can buy you a place in heaven.  If you give a kidney to a child, a cornea to a blind man, your beating heart to a dying mother of three, you cannot earn your way into heaven.  You cannot get yourself into heaven.

Who then can be saved?  With man it is impossible.  So says Jesus.  But with God all things are possible.  So says Jesus.  Mark 10:17-31

The point?  No one can save themselves, no matter how good we might think they are, no matter what great sacrifices they have made on behalf of one or many.  God is the only One Who can and does forgive sins and save people.

And that is a simple process for Him.  It is a gift from Him to humanity.  Jesus, the Son of God, is sent by His Father to live perfectly for us, to suffer innocently for us, to die for us, and to rise from the dead for us.  Jesus, Who is God the Son of God, provides the forgiveness and salvation mankind so desperately needs.  And He provides it for us while we were still sinners.  He does it all for us so that we might have life and have it to the full.  

And then, by the power of the Holy Spirit and because of His grace, He blesses us with the gift of faith in Jesus, a faith which apprehends all that Jesus did for us as our substitute.  With that Spirit-given faith in place, we have forgiveness, we have eternal life, we are saved.  Thanks be to God for the work and person of Jesus Christ.

Who then can be saved?   Any and all who will believe that Jesus is the Son of the living God, that He lived, died, and rose from the dead for us, and who, by the power of the Holy Spirit trust in Him and Him alone for their salvation.  Soli Deo Gloria! 

Words of Faith  54 …. For September 15, 2004

Thy Will Be Done

A reader asks: Since we can’t live perfectly in this life, what does the petition from the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy will be done,” have to do with reality?  We can’t do God’s will.  We sin.

First I ask, “Why does anyone want to do God’s will?”  If a person wants to do God’s will in order to get into heaven, they will fail.  That is what is already recognized in the question.  No person can do enough good to get into heaven.  If a person gives $10 billion to charity and expects God to let them into heaven because of such a gift, they will go to hell.  If a person lays down his life for another expecting that God will reward him with heaven, they will go to hell.  If you plan to do God’s will in order to get into heaven, you will go to hell. 

If it is impossible to do God’s will and all that we can ever do is sin, what is the point?  The point, the motivation, is established for us on the cross.  Jesus suffers our hell for us dies for us because we are not now nor can we ever be perfect.  He lived a perfect life as our substitute.  He kept all of God’s laws perfectly for us who can do nothing perfectly.

Then he perfectly and completely suffered all of our hell for us so that we do not have to suffer for our sins but can have forgiveness, complete, full, all encompassing forgiveness through a Spirit-given faith in Him.

Once a person is forgiven the tremendous debt of sin, the appropriate response is thankfulness.  God’s teaches what He considers to be acts of thankfulness.  Look at Exodus 20.  God gives what we call the Commandments after He saves Israel…. AFTER He saves Israel.  He saves first.  Then He teaches Israel how to respond to the salvation He gives to them.  The same is true for us.  

He sends Jesus.  Jesus lives perfectly for us, suffers our hell for us, dies for us, rises from the dead for us, and secures our forgiveness and eternal life.  He is our substitute.  All is done for us.  How do we thank Him?  With the power, leading, and guiding of the Holy Spirit we work to do His will.  We pray for the ability in the Lord’s Prayer.  We are simply asking Him, “Help me tell you ‘Thank You!’”  This is a prayer the Lord loves to answer.  “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven!”

Words of Faith … 55 …. For September 29, 2004

Offensive Acquaintances

A reader asks:  Why does God place so many offensive people around us?  Should I shut them off, get them out of my sight, what?  Some of the people I work with are extremely offensive.  What do I do?

Let’s change the question to give the appropriate answer.  Why did God place you in the midst of so many offensive people?  The perspective is now Scriptural! 

God does not lead you “into temptation” by placing you in the midst of offensive people. Just the opposite is the case.  God tempts no one.  But He does use you.

The baptized Christian is a saint, a holy person, a person set aside for God’s use.  When a Christian is baptized he/she is ordained into the royal priesthood.  The Christian is placed under orders (ordained) from God.  What are the Christian’s orders?  To do battle with the powers of Satan in this world.  How is that battle fought?  By hand to hand combat otherwise known as witnessing or evangelism.

If the Christian is only around other Christians, he is useless in the battle.  Christians are to be in the world, fighting the battle against Satan, fighting the battle against human pride and arrogance which imagines it can establish its own salvation, fighting the battle against the vulgarity of sinful human nature which tries to destroy the beauty of God’s plan of salvation.   No Christian can do this work if he is only around other Christians.  The Christian must be in the world, fighting the battle, using the full armor of God (Ephesians 6), or he is of no use to God.  Desiring to be with Christians only, hiding from the world, is a form of desertion from the army of God.

Certainly we need the fellowship of other believers to build us up in the faith, to center around God’s Word and the Sacraments and the mutual edification and strengthening of each believer.  But that condition is only preliminary, a prerequisite for doing the actual work of the Christian, hand to hand combat called witnessing/evangelism.  And you must be among the enemy to do the work God ordained you to do.  He places Christians in the situations of vulgarity and profanity and extreme offense so that you can be His voice which proclaims His Word and saves lost souls.

It is precisely in situations where Christians are uncomfortable that we are needed the most.  How else will any lost soul ever hear of a loving God Who forgives all vulgarity, all profanity, all offenses through the innocent suffering and death of His only-begotten Son?  Where the Christian is the most uncomfortable is perhaps the place where he is needed the most.

Words of Faith … 56 … For Oktober 13, 2004

Old Age Problems

 A reader asks: Dementia and Alzheimer’s is a big problem today.  I have seen people become completely different personalities with these problems.  Some I have witnessed begin to curse, etc., bring up hatred from fifty years earlier, and become spiteful and downright mean.  How does faith play into situations like this?  The Christian suffering from some form of dementia doesn’t seem like a Christian any more.

First of all, this answer is what I will call a “sanctified opinion.”  Scripture does not answer the question specifically.  So I am combing a variety of understandings to provide an answer.

The reader is addressing symptoms of an illness.  All illness, however we diagnosis it in the secular world, is a result of the fall.   Dementia and Alzheimer’s are the symptoms of the curse God placed upon His creation after the fall.  In that sense, these symptoms are no different than fever with an infection, heart attacks from some form of coronary disease, lack of mobility due to strokes, and so on.  

The loss of mental control over emotions by a Christian with dementia does not mean that faith has ceased to exist.  It only means that the Christian is suffering from the curse which all people, Christian and heathen alike, suffer as they live in a fallen world with bodies which no longer have the perfection God gave at creation.  Christians are not immune from suffering the symptoms of the fall.  But they do have the guarantee from God that the general curse of the fall will not destroy their relationship with their Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.  Christians are not damned because pneumonia killed them.  Christians are not lost because a stroke took away their ability to confess Jesus as their Saviour.  I am confident that Christians who suffer from some form of dementia and behave in a unchristian manner are still saved.  The symptoms of their illness will not negate their saving faith in Jesus.

It has been my experience in nursing homes that even some of the most severely effected Christians can be brought back to Christian behavior for a few moments when they hear the Word of God being spoken to them or when they know they are being prayed for.  Faith continues to exist even in some of the most horrendous circumstances.  That is the indication that God has kept His promise, “I will NEVER leave you or forsake you!”

To those who enter such states with faith intact, be assured that God will not forsake you simply because you have an illness.  He is greater than the illness.  He knows the weakness of the body.  His Son’s forgiveness covers all.  And His promises are absolute, “I will never leave you or forsake you!” 

Words of Faith … 57 … For Oktober 27, 2004

Do unto others?

What about that statement, “Do unto others?’  What am I supposed to do with that?

The complete statement is, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  It is often called the Golden Rule.  It is not found in the Bible.  The general principle is probably best illustrated in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew 5 – 7. 

As with many things it can be looked at in two ways.  If we hear these words from a secular point of view, they are just good advice.  In most cases, if you treat someone with respect they will treat you with respect.  If you help someone in need they will help you in need.  Of course the exceptions exist.  There are some who will treat you like dirt no matter what you do.  There are some who will never forgive you regardless of how sincere your apology.  There are some who will simply take whatever they can from you, use you, abandon you, and never think twice about it.  Such are people in a fallen world.  But in general, it is a good rule to live by.  

We can also look at the words in light of having a saving faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour along with hearing it in light of the Fifth Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  These two set the stage for understanding and application within the realm of Christianity.

Within human interaction one of the most needed activities is forgiveness.  We, as sinners, will constantly hurt each other.  It is inevitable.  No matter how hard we try not to we will hurt the ones we love, insult those who do not know us real well, and just plain fowl up associations.  In this fallen world communication is not perfect.  Listening is not perfect.  Our emotions will get in our way of calm and sensible communication.  And we will hurt one another, sometimes purposely, sometimes inadvertently.  Therefore we need forgiveness for our actions.  As Christians, we will want to forgive those who hurt us.  Hopefully others will want to forgive us in response.

The Words of the Lord’s Prayer warn us to forgive lest we create a situation in which  God will not forgive us.  The Fifth Petition is very legalistic if we hear it from a perspective of self-righteousness.  When we hear the words from the perspective of faith in Jesus, knowing that all of our sins have been forgiven through faith in the crucified and risen Jesus, it becomes our direction to treat others as we have been treated by God through Jesus Christ.  Understanding this, the Christian may want to restate the Golden Rule as, “Do unto others as Christ has done unto me.”  Wouldn’t that make a great world in which to live?

Words of Faith  # 58   For November 10, 2004

Why do some people talk about a Spirit baptism and others about water baptism?

The differences in the use of the word baptism come from various traditions and understandings and interpretations of the Bible as a whole.  The easiest way to begin is with the definition of the word baptism.  “Baptism” is the application of water to some person or object with the intent of removing dirt.  The word does not mean immerse, although you can immerse to wash, but immersion is not mandated.  You can sprinkle water on things to remove dirt.  You can pour water on things to remove dirt.  The key factors are (1) water which is used to (2) remove dirt.

Take the understanding of the word and then use it within the context of Christianity.  Water must always be present for a baptism to occur because the word itself demands the presence of water.  There is no washing away of dirt without water.  To imply otherwise is to deny the very meaning of the word itself as it was used 2000 years ago.  This is the meaning we are to begin with.  We are not to impose 21st Century understandings upon 1st Century words, just the opposite, if we are to understand the Word of God.

In those traditions which deny the use of water in baptism and talk about being baptized in the Spirit there is obviously a misunderstanding and misuse of the word baptize.  In the baptism which Jesus directed (Matthew 28:19-20 and Mark 16:16) and which the apostles used on Pentecost and following (Acts 2:38-41) both water and Spirit are obviously combined.  Christian Baptism does not exist without both factors.

The misunderstanding of the word baptism and the various misapplications of baptism in various traditions have divided the Christian church for many centuries.  This is truly a tragedy.  This gift of Jesus to His people was meant as a unifying factor.  The fact that reason has prevented many from accepting the simple words of Jesus is a sad reality which the church has come to live with.  Human reason does not have to understand or fully comprehend the mysterious ways in which God works in order for God to work.  If Jesus says baptize, His people baptize just as the word implies, with water, according to His direction, with the work of the Holy Spirit clearly implied.  He is the person of the Trinity Who makes baptism work.  We, sinners, don’t need to understand how God works, just believe that He does work as He says He will work.

Baptism is in integral part of the Gospel.  It is a means by which God saves people as Peter declares in his First Epistle, “…baptism now saves you.”  It cannot be any clearer.  It is not a symbol but is a Means of God’s Grace.

More next time.

Words of Faith  # 59   For November 24, 2004

How does Mark 16:16 balance with the salvation of the thief on the cross who is saved without baptism?

Jesus says to His disciples just before He ascends into heaven:  16 Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned. 

To some readers this poses a problem because it looks like a contradiction.  When reading the Bible it is essential that you read everything about a particular topic/doctrine before you attempt to answer a given concern.  This is especially true with Baptism.

Jesus says, in effect, baptism is the logical result of coming to faith.  This complements what happens in Acts 2 on Pentecost.  People came to faith and Peter encourages them to be baptized.  The promise of salvation by faith, with baptism confirming the faith and completing the faith by giving people the in-dwelling of the Holy Spirit through baptism, was for everyone.  Men, women, and children according to the text were to be baptized and would receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Hearing came first, then faith through hearing, then baptism, then the gift of the Holy Spirit.  But all those things take a certain amount of time to accomplish and require certain positive, enabling circumstances to exist.

The thief on the cross came to faith, but there was no opportunity for baptism.  So, faith alone saved him.  If this thief had come to faith other than in the context of his execution, then with the learning which would normally follow, as it did with the Pentecost audience, he would have come to request Baptism as the logical progression in the reception of the many and various gifts God would desire to give him.  Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—  not by works, so that no one can boast.” Faith alone will save.  Jesus says it in the negative in Mark 16, no faith, no salvation.  But it is the same result.  There is no problem and there is no contradiction.

The problem with the many and various teachings people find within the umbrella of Christianity is that doctrines are created based upon only certain passages.  The other problem is that people create doctrines based upon what they believe the faith should be and pick and choose things which support their opinions.  This problem has been with the church since the 1st Century A.D.  And this part of being fallible human beings will continue to plague the church and divide Christians until Christ returns.

The key for everyone is belief in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.  If Jesus is believed to be the Son of God Who suffered, died, rose, and ascended into heaven and through faith in Him forgiveness and salvation is secured, then forgiveness and eternal life are secure regardless of doctrinal differences.  This is the happy inconsistency of the Gospel.  This does not give us permission to teach and preach incorrectly, but allows us to live knowing that our errors and sins are forgiven by faith in the crucified and risen Jesus Christ.

Words of Faith  # 60   for December 8, 2004

Let’s Talk About Morals

For Christians, morals are based upon the Word of God.  The Christian looks at the cross of Jesus Christ, sees that He has endured their hell for them, paid for all their sins, and blesses them with a Spirit-given faith in Jesus (Eph 2:8-9).  With that faith they know that they have the guarantee of heaven.  It is in thankful response to forgiveness and the guarantee of heaven that the Christian looks to God’s Word and asks, “What shall I do now that I have been saved?”  The answer is simple:  Live according to God’s Commandments.  This is Christian morality.

The Commandments detail for us what moral living consists of within the Judeo-Christian context.  They also detail for all of humanity, believers or not, what is the safest way for human beings to interact with one another.  This safe interaction we can define as moral living or morality.  When humanity acts according to God’s specifications, that is morally, we are all safer.  Here is how it works.  And we will ignore most of the first table of the law concerning our relationship to God in this discussion.

It is still a good idea to have a day of rest.  Our bodies need it.  Our psyches need it.  Our relationships within the family need it.  We will all get along much better if we have sufficient rest.  The old “blue laws” were not a bad idea at all.

God gives parents as the primary unit of care to all people.  If parents accept their responsibility to care for children, a gift of God to them, and if children respect their parents as a gift of God to them to care for them as they grow up, we will have strong families producing children who will become useful and productive members of society.  This same sense of respect is to carry over into government and the church.  God provides each of these institutions to do what parents cannot.  If we see government as a gift of God and if those in government would recognize that they have a responsibility to God for what they do on behalf of the people they govern, we would always have morally responsible government.

Human life is a gift of God.  It is to be respected at all costs and at all stages.  It is to be ended only for the punishment of evil (Romans 3).  This allows us to go to war to protect the nation.  This allows for capital punishment when appropriate.  This allows each of us to defend our God-given lives.  It does not allow for the murder of innocent, unborn children.  (That’s 50 million American citizens who are not paying into Social Security!)  It does not allow for euthanasia.  It does not allow for hatred of our fellow man.  God details what is moral, responsible, and beneficial for all of society.

Sex is a gift of God.  It is to be used within the context of marriage only.  It is to be used for the mutual satisfaction of husband and wife and for the procreation of children.  Any other use is detrimental to the family unit and therefore to all of society.  When the family unit (husband, wife, and children) fails, all of society is hurt. What is not beneficial to society is not moral.  Living together outside of marriage, homosexuality, pornography, etc. does not benefit society and is therefore immoral because these things destroy the family.

The protection of property so that it is not stolen or coveted protects all people within society.  When we each respect the other’s God-given possessions we are all safer.  To protect the possessions and property of our neighbor is moral.  To try to get what legally belongs to another through theft or coveting is immoral because it hurts all of society.  (Frivolous law suits as an example.)

And the reputation of our neighbors is also important for all of society to function properly.  We just finished a political campaign in which the reputations of many people were attacked in the hopes of political gain.  Much of what we witnessed was certainly immoral and did not benefit society or this nation.  Gossip around town also serves to hurt and harm society and prevents us from living in harmony with one another.  There is no moral reason to gossip.  Gossip is always immoral.

No one has to believe in Jesus or even in God to understand that the simple principles laid out in the Commandments benefit everyone.  But we have, for some reason, lost the appreciation and understanding of simple morality.  God grant that we open ourselves up again to learn about the morality detailed within the Bible as that morality serves to make all of our lives safer and more productive.

Words of Faith # 61  for December 22, 2004

Christmas in Perspective

Everyone has read the slogans like “Jesus is the reason for the season,” and many others.  The attempt at keeping Christ at the forefront of the holiday is all around us.  Yet the battle is not over and the war has not been won.

When you enter a store and go into the Christmas decoration section what will you find?  You will find every type of cartoon character and movie character and machinery and animal portrayed in little figurines with which to decorate your Christmas tree.  But what is rare and almost impossible to find?   Little figurines of the Christmas event.  

Early on in our house we were determined to keep Christmas as the celebration of the birthday of the Saviour.  So our Christmas tree was decorated with various manger scenes.  We would buy a different one each year, label the year it was purchased, and add it to the tree.  We have decorations from Bethlehem, Italy, Germany, Russia, and many other places all depicting the birth of Christ.  It is truly a Christ-mas tree.

In recent years it has became harder and harder to find such figurines.  Recently, in one early season display of 2004 Christmas ornaments, we could not find a single manger, shepherd, wise man, or baby Jesus.  There were over one hundred different figurines, none of which had anything to do with the Christ-child.  That was sad.  The name “Christ” is still at the head of the name of the holiday, but it means nothing to most people.  Christ doesn’t sell like trucks and action figures.

It is up to the Christian community, in whatever way they can, to continue to remind the world around us that this beloved holiday is not a “family holiday” as so many like to declare it to be today.  This is the birthday of Jesus, the only Saviour of mankind.  It is the day we celebrate the birth of the One Who was born to die so that sinners could have eternal life.  Everything else is secondary, tertiary, inconsequential to the day. 

Christmas does not consist of presents under the tree.  Christmas is only Christmas if Jesus, the Son of the Living God, is worshipped and praised.  Christmas is only Christmas if God is praised for sending Jesus into the world to live and die for us.  A Christmas tree is only a CHRISTMAS TREE if the symbols on it point to Jesus the Son of the living God.  The tree is only a “holiday tree” if it does not symbolize the eternal life given to humanity through the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth.

Consider removing the non-Christian aspects of Christmas from your tree and from your home this year.  At least within the confines of your own Christian home, consider making Christmas, first and foremost, the celebration of the birthday of your Saviour from sin, death, and Satan.  Within the walls of your own home Christmas will then truly be a “holyday.”

Words of Faith 62   for January 5, 2005

Why can’t any American have a Christian funeral or wedding?

The answer is found in the word “Christian.”  Christian does not mean American and vice versa. In meaning and understanding they are two divergent terms.  Certainly we have many within this nation who are both.  But the services of the church for those who are not professing and/or practicing Christians are not a right guaranteed under the Constitution of United States of America.

What is a Christian?  A Christian is someone who believes in Jesus as their Lord and Saviour.  How do you identify a Christian?  A Christian is normally identified by membership within a Christian congregation.  It is true that a person can be a Christian without being a member of a Christian congregation.  It is also true that the Bible, God’s Holy Word, instructs believers to be a part of a Christian fellowship (Hebrews 10:25).  Christians are NOT to be lone wolves!  If there is no membership and there is no attendance at public worship, it is difficult for the church and the pastor of a church/congregation to know whether or not a person is a Christian.  (We will deal with the hypocrisy of “members” at a later date.)  The way faith is normally determined is by public attendance at worship and public confession of faith.

Within both wedding and funeral services the Christian faith is central to the message of the day.  In terms of weddings, only Christians truly understand that marriage works for the long haul when Jesus is at the center of that marriage.  People cannot truly love and forgive until they know the love and forgiveness provided for them in Christ Jesus.

 At funerals, the message of forgiveness and the guarantee of eternal life through faith in Jesus are central, they are key.  If  people have absented themselves from worship, how can a pastor, in good conscience, comfort the family with the hope of eternal life, when the persons have never displayed any semblance of faith?  Does the pastor bear false witness against God and His Gospel for the sake of comforting a grieving family?  If he does that, he will have to answer to God for the lies he told for the sake of grieving people.  Even if a pastor does a “funeral” for a family but does not mention the eternal destination of the person, he has done an injustice to his office and the Gospel.  A Christian pastor’s presence conducting a service declares a hope that may not exist for the deceased.  He is responsible to God for that misrepresentation.

These statements sound harsh.  They are heard with a great deal of pain when human emotions are on the line.  Yet pastors and the Christian church as a whole dare not misrepresent the Word of God for the sake of what someone wants to hear at any given time.  Faithfulness to God and His Word are much more important than the praise of man given to one who compromises God’s Word and is faithless to his calling for the sake of human praise.

Words of Faith 63    for January 19th, 2005

Hypocrisy Within The Church

What is a Christian? A Christian is a person who declares that they believe that Jesus is the Son of the living God, He endured hell while He hung on the cross, died on the cross to pay the penalty for sin, rose from the dead, and lives and reigns with God the Father until it is time for Him to return to judge the living and the dead.

How do you know if someone is a Christian?  That is the $64,000 question!  A Christian, according to St. James, is one who displays his/her faith by how they confess their faith in Jesus through words and actions.  Faith and works are not mutually exclusive, they are both an integral part of the faith.  One who just says they believe but shows no works is a hypocrite.  One who does good which is recognized by the world but has no faith in Jesus, is likewise a hypocrite.  Such a person does not count on Jesus for salvation but on his/her own good works.  Such trust in personal work will result in a warm seat in hell.

Can anyone ever determine whether or not a person is a true believer or a hypocrite?  No.  Only God can look into the heart of a human being.  People are not given that ability.  We can only make a determination of what is probably a person’s status by their actions and their confession of faith.  In an absolute sense, no human being can determine if another is a believer or a hypocrite.

Yet, Jesus directs His church to make determinations about faith vs. hypocrisy based on the words, actions, and confession of individuals.  For those who cause dissention and contention within the faith, separation is directed (Romans 16:17).  For those who publicly live contrary to the commandments (fornication, adultery, homosexuality, theft, murder, etc. I Corinthians 6:9) the church is directed to remove them from fellowship for the sake of regaining the erring and to prevent others of the church from imagining that God puts His stamp of approval on such sins.  Thus it becomes obvious that the outward works of those who call themselves Christians is essential to being identified as Christian both to the church and even to Jesus Himself.  (Note the Judgment Scene of Matthew 25 and see how Jesus judges faith based on the works of the righteous.  Remember, the righteous can only be righteous because the have a Spirit-given faith in Jesus.)

Has the church buried hypocrites?  Yes.  Has the church ever made a mistake and refused to bury a believer?  Yes.  The earthly church is fallible and cannot know everything.  God is the ultimate judge.  He has given us a standard by which we make decisions.  And if the life of a supposed Christian bears such a confused witness that we cannot make an honest determination we act on what we know.  But thanks be to God, He knows the minds and hearts of people and no matter what we do here, God will always make the right decision when it comes to the eternal destination of anyone.  Thus if we give a Christian funeral to the hypocrite, God will still damn them.  And,… Thanks be to God over and over! … if we fail to bury one who does believe in Jesus, God will still give them eternal life.  It is God Who makes the final and the perfect judgment and the people who made the wrong call, the wrong determination, are forgiven their error through their own Spirit-given faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.

Words of Faith # 65

A Little More about Creation and Evolution

There is more evidence available to verify Genesis than evolution.  This is not a popular reality. So much of current sociological thinking is actually based upon evolutionary theory.  Even Marxist communism was based, in part, on the premise that evolution was fact.  The following is an answer to the “one” supposed instance of evolution in modern times:

The Peppered Moth  Before 1845 near Birmingham, England, the peppered moth was primarily light colored, but some had darker features. (The varieties are called melanic and carbonaria.)  In accordance with Mendelian genetics, some peppered moth offspring were always born with light-colored wings while others had darker wings.  Thus it was for centuries.  The moths would land on light colored trees and the darker ones would be eaten by the birds while light colored ones were left alone.  In the 1850’s about 98% of the uneaten peppered moths were the light variety; because of recessive and dominant genes, peppered moths regularly produced both varieties as offspring.

By the 1880’s in the Manchester area, toxic gases and soot were killing the light colored lichen on the tress and darkened tree trunks.  The changeover from light to dark moths began there also.  The smoke and smog from the factories darkened the trunks of the trees where the moths rested.

This darkening of the trees made the dark-hued moths difficult to see and the lighter ones easier to see.  By the 1950’s, 98% of the peppered moths were the dark variety.  All the while the moths continued to produce both dark and light varieties.  No evolution!  This only displays a normal variation within the same species which allows it to live in several different color settings. 

It is obvious that evolutionists will grab at anything to prove their belief system.  So far, they have succeeded only in writing poor science fiction which, by means of boisterous propaganda, has been accepted and taught as truth.

Words of Faith # 66        For publication March 9, 2005

Approaching Calvary
Within Christendom there are a lot of various understandings of what the life and death of Jesus are about.  Each denomination has its own “twist” to one aspect or another of the work of Jesus.   But all Christian denominations believe that Jesus was the only-begotten Son of God Who endured the hell we deserve while He hung on the cross that first Good Friday.

As we approach that day and the recollection of that event we recall one more time why the Gospel is necessary.  Simply put, the Gospel is: God Our Saviour Provides Eternal Life.  Why does God provide eternal life?  Because man cannot get himself into heaven.  God must do it because the task is so impossible that no human being would ever join God in heaven if it were left up to the person.  

This aspect of the Gospel is actually offensive to many people.  People want to make God owe them heaven.  But that will never happen.  God, in Christ Jesus, is the only source for forgiveness.  Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection are the only source for eternal life.  Man is sinful, fallible, completely incapable of earning his own salvation.  The only thing we can earn is death.  Paul writes in Romans 6:23 “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Who owes whom?  God gives the gift of eternal life.  We are indebted to Him.  We can take no credit whatsoever for any aspect of our salvation, for if we do, we call God a liar because He has called salvation a gift. 

 Good Friday is an offense to the unbelieving world because it is a reminder that humanity’s sin is so great that only the Son of God could pay for it.  No one wants to admit that his/her sin is that great.  But, Good Friday approaches again and we are reminded of the magnitude of mankind’s sin while simultaneously we are reminded of the love of God for us seen in the sacrifice of His Son for us.  It is a Good Day.
Words of Faith # 67   For publication March 23, 2005

After Good Friday … The Resurrection

The necessity of the death of Jesus is all about us.  Every time we are hurt by another human being, we can see why only Jesus can save us.  No person, no matter how kind or wonderful or sweet, could ever secure forgiveness for even one sin.  We are born dead in trespasses and sin.  We have no chance of eternal life apart from the gift of eternal life which comes from God.  Every day and in countless numbers of ways we see people hurting other people, living out their sinful natures which keep them out of heaven.  Just ordinary interaction with other people demonstrates the necessity of Calvary.

On Calvary all sin is paid for.  Jesus took all sin upon Himself and suffered hell for all of it while He hung on the cross.  Then He declared, “It is finished.”  It was all paid for.  No sin is left un-atoned. 

Sinners, as people are, have the bad habit of doubting God, of wanting proof of whatever God says.  So God showed us that what Jesus stated was true.  He did not let His Holy One see decay in the grave.  He brought Jesus back to life.  God’s great stamp of approval on the work of Jesus establishing our salvation is the resurrection. The resurrection declares as boldly as anything can declare that Jesus is the Son of God, that He died and paid for all sins, that He lives and subsequently deserves our worship and praise, honor and respect, obedience and service.

As St. Paul declares in I Corinthians 15, The Resurrection is just the first of many.  Because Christ rose, believers in Christ will also rise.  He is the first.  Those who live and die in the faith will rise as He rose.  If Christ has not risen, then Christianity is useless.  But since He is risen, it is the greatest comfort possible.  He lives, He conquers death, He provides forgiveness, He bestows hope upon a lost and fallen world.  Is it any wonder that Christianity will declare over and over again this Sunday:  “Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!”?

Words of Faith   # 68    for publication April 6th 2005

Worship Is Ongoing

It seems that most churches have a similar problem right after Easter and into summer, the less than enthusiastic worship attendance of the members of the church.  Perhaps they have been “churched out” after all the different worship opportunities of the past two months.  Perhaps the weather change is just too much and they have to get outside after being cooped up all winter long.  All kinds of excuses can be heard.  The reality is the excuses are just excuses.

The psalmist says it the way it should be, “I was glad when they said to me, let us go to the house of the Lord.”  Worship should be a joy.  Regardless of the quality of the sermon, regardless of the quality of the singing, worship is a joy for those who believe in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.  Worship is an opportunity to come together with other believers, pray with them and for them, and join in the fellowship which Jesus created for His people to enjoy and which is meant to strengthen them in their resolve to stay faithful to Him Who suffered, died, and rose from the dead for them.  When we take this view of worship it is not optional, it becomes mandatory for each of us.

Look at worship this way:  Most people are glad when someone invites them to go out for dinner.  We enjoy the company of other people.  We enjoy having someone else prepare our meals for us, wait on us, and clean up after the meal.  When God extends the invitation to His people to worship He is making a similar invitation.  “Come,” He says, “and join in the banquet.  I will feed you with My Word and the sacrament.  Enjoy the company of family as you feed your faith together.  I have prepared the meal.  I will serve it.  There is nothing to do but enjoy what I am giving you.” 

And yet people turn down the invitation.  They want to be alone.  They want to starve their faith to death.  The reject the blessings God is willing to give.  How sad!  Resolve to make summer a time or praise and thanks to God for His many blessings as you come to His house gladly and willingly, even when the sun is shining and tempting you to stay away.  Be glad you can worship.  

Words of Faith   # 69    for publication April 20th 2005

What does it mean to trust?

In the original language of the New Testament, Koine Greek, the words trust, faith, and belief are all the same word.  This should help us begin to understand what it means to trust in God.  When we say, “I believe,” we are saying “I have trust, and I have faith.”  Trust is more than head knowledge.

There are plenty of people who will gladly say they believe in God meaning they acknowledge that there is a supreme being.  Even the devil believes in God and trembles. (James 2:19)  Such acknowledgment of a simple truth is really no big deal.  The devil does not trust in God.  The very essence of the devil is mistrust, distrust, rebellion, and refusal to trust.  

What is trust / belief?  The essence of trusting in God is letting God be God.  Trust is acting upon God’s directives without challenging His authority or the veracity of His statements.  Trust is taking the attitude that when God speaks He will not lie, He will not break a promise, He will not hurt or harm those who function according to His Word.  Trust is not asking “Why!” but simply taking God at His Word.  Trust is not rationalizing away a statement from God but letting God’s statement stand as truth and acknowledge that God is always right regardless of whether or not I agree with Him or whether or not my limited, finite mind can comprehend the wisdom behind God’s actions or statements.  Trust always places God and His Word and His will first regardless of the inconvenience to me.  Trust is the essence of the First Commandment.  Trust is the essence of faith.

I trust that Jesus did everything necessary for me to get into heaven.  I trust that Jesus paid for all of my sins.  I trust that my Spirit-given faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour will bring me the righteousness I need to enter heaven.  I trust that when God’s Word tells me that I am saved by grace through faith, which is a gift of God, I have forgiveness and eternal life because of what God has done for me in Christ Jesus.  I trust I have nothing to boast about but that all that I have is a gift of God for which I will continue to show my thanks by placing all my trust in the God who graciously and wonderfully saved me.

Words of Faith  # 70   For publication  May 4, 2005

Back To Basics

The basics of the Christian faith are quite simple.  Man is sinful. Period.  Man cannot save himself when he dies.  Man cannot pay off the debt he owes God for the sin he commits during his life.  Man (The term includes both sexes of the species!) cannot make up for any wrong he does before God because his sinful human nature will always corrupt even the good he intends to do.  Man is eternally lost on his own.  No invention of man can save him, that is, no man-made religion can keep him out of hell.

St.Paul writes to the Christians in Rome: Romans 2:4  Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads you toward repentance? 

What is the basic of the faith here?  Man is to realize that he cannot save himself, that he is totally lost without the work of God on his behalf.  Then man finds out about Jesus Christ Who endured the hell every human being deserves.  Man sees that God is kind, tolerant, and patient in that He provides a way for man to escape the hell he deserves.  With this information in mind and by the work of the Holy Spirit, man is awed by the fact that God is kind to sinners, punishing His own Son so that man can escape what he deserves.  Man is to be so awed by what God has done for him that he repents of his sin, believes that Jesus will forgive him everything as promised, and resolve to live a life pleasing to the God Who saves him by satisfying his sense of justice through the punishment of His only-begotten, innocent Son, Jesus.

This is the basic faith.  Man sins.  The justice of the holy and  perfect God must be satisfied.  Yet God also wants to save His sinful creations.  So God satisfies His sense of justice by punishing a substitute, the only One Who could endure the punishment, namely Jesus, Who is God the Son of God.  Now man has an out.  God has satisfied His holy and righteous anger.  And God has saved His rebellious creatures so that they can spend eternity in heaven with Him.

It is simple.  It is beautiful.  It is wonderful.  Believe it!  To Him Who so freely and graciously saves us be the glory now and forever!

Words of Faith  # 71   For publication  May 18, 2005

Saved “By grace through faith.”

Ephesians 2:8-10 is a powerful explanation of how faith is applied to a person and how it works for us.  Paul writes: 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

No one can accept Jesus into their hearts.  To teach that a man must accept Jesus into his heart denies the clear, Holy Spirit-inspired words of St. Paul from Ephesians.  The grace of God, literally the gift of God which is salvation, comes through faith.  And faith is not internally generated by an individual.  Paul clearly declares that faith is a gift of God.  Period.  God the Holy Spirit gives faith.  That is why no one can boast about their faith or their salvation.  It is “not from yourselves.”  Paul could not be clearer.

Why do people use vocabulary which, in effect, gives them credit for the creation of their faith?  Because they do not want to admit to the total depravity of their human natures and they want to imagine that they should get some credit before God for what they have done to secure their salvation.  The problem?  Such attitudes, such theology takes away from the glory of God and gives it to the individual believer.  That is a sin.  God clearly states that He will give His glory to no other, not even one of His children who believe in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.  To assume such glory for oneself is to break the First Commandment and make self into a god.

The man whom God saves will remain humble before God.  The man who believes in Jesus as Lord and Saviour will give God all glory and all credit for his salvation.  The man who believes in Jesus will do everything possible to do the good God has created for him to do in order to give glory to the God Who saves him.  Notice, there is no room for man to take credit for anything.  All glory is to be given to God.  God gets all the credit.  Man is to be the grateful recipient of all which God does for him through Jesus Christ.

If  you think about it, it is an absolutely beautiful set up.  Why?  Because when the perfect and holy God does it all for us we never have to wonder if we believed strongly enough, properly enough, good enough.  When the holy and perfect God gives the faith and when God does the saving, it will always be effective, there will be no flaws and no gaps.  Salvation is secure.  What a joy it is to know the grace of God and not have to worry about somehow adding man’s fallible work to the work of Jesus to secure salvation.  God had done it all.  To Him be the glory! 

Words of Faith  # 72   for publication June 1, A.D. 2005

The Faith of Biblical Figures  … Job

I hope you thank God that your faith has not had to be refined like Job’s faith was.  Can you imagine what the man went through?  I can read the words but I cannot fully imagine the emotions, the confusion, the anger, and the depression which Job felt.  Losing and losing and losing at every turn.  And then to have your friends try to get you to curse God and commit suicide and just end it all.  What a challenge.

Many people fail to read past the words of all that Job underwent.  Job continued to talk to God in the midst of everything that happened.  This is the marvel of faith.  Job challenged what God allowed the devil to do to him.  He did not understand it.  But Job never lost his faith.  In the midst of everything, faith remained.  And it is that faith which challenged God and which God answered.

I personally love God’s response to all of Job’s challenging.  God comes to Job, one of His own by faith, and says to him, “OK, Job, I will answer you as soon as you can show to me that you can understand my wisdom.  When you can answer a few simple questions I will answer your simplistic challenges to my wisdom.”  Read chapters 38 and 39 of Job.  Chapter 40 continues:  “And the Lord said to Job: ‘Shall a faultfinder contend with the Almighty?  He who argues with God, let him answer it.’  Then Job answered the Lord and said: ‘Behold, I am of small account; what shall I answer You?  I lay my hand on my mouth.  I have spoken once, and I will not answer; twice, but I will proceed no further.’”

God humbled Job.  He continued to humble Job throughout chapter 40.  In chapter 41 Job confesses his sin and repents.  God restores to Job double all that he lost.  His confession is accepted.  His faith is rewarded.  God and Job end in a right relationship.  Job believes, trusts God as he should, and God remains as faithful to Job as He always had.  Job understands that God never leaves His own.

Read Job.  Listen to the struggles of faith.  Note how God does not cut Himself off from those who believe even as they challenge and seek to understand God’s ways.  God remains faithful to all who believe even when faith is weak and less than perfect.

Words of Faith  # 73   for publication June 15, A.D. 2005

The Faith of Biblical Figures  … Abraham

In a sense, we should almost laugh at the faith of Abraham.  So many times he displayed an extremely weak faith, an almost non-existent faith.  Twice, in order to protect his own hide, Abraham lied about his relationship with Sarah (Sarai).  She was his half-sister, but she was also his wife.  Twice he gives her away so that he will be safe.  Where is faith and trust in God?  This is the man whom we are to imitate in our lives of faith?

Look at the attitude he takes toward God’s promise to make a great nation of him.  Does he wait on God to do what God has declared and promised?  No.  He and Sarai decide to do things their way and Abram has a child by Hagar.  Well, the descendants of Hagar are still fighting with the descendants of Isaac in the Middle East.  All because Abram would not trust in God’s promises and wait for God to do things in His own good time.  This was faith?

And yet Scripture says, “Abraham believed God and it was counted to him as righteousness.”  This is so comforting.  Abraham did not have a perfect faith.  Far from it!  It took him about 110 years to be able to trust in God.  We see his trust firmly expressed when he finally follows God’s orders to sacrifice his son Isaac.  110 years!  That’s a long time to grow a strong faith.  Most of us will never live that long.  

The point?  God counted even the weak, imperfect faith of Abram as righteousness.  There is a comfort to us in this knowledge.  Our faith does not need to be perfect.  It does not need to be “great” in worldly terms.  It just needs to exist.

How can this be?  Because faith in God, for us that means in Jesus as Lord and Saviour, is a gift of the Holy Spirit. (Ephesians 2:8-9)  And when God does something, gives something, it is always sufficient to accomplish His goal and purposes.  Faith was always covering, protecting, and forgiving Abraham because the faith was given to the sinner by a loving God Who was working to save the sinner.  The Spirit-given faith is always sufficient in spite of our failure to use it to its fullest extent.  Thanks be to God He gives the faith which is counted to each of us as righteousness. 
Words of Faith  # 74  for publication June 29, A.D. 2005

The Faith of Biblical Figures … Moses 

What about the faith of Moses?  Here is a man whose life was constantly under the care and direction of God and what did Moses do?  He argues with God when God calls on him to serve!  Eighty years of good health, safety, education, luxury, and he argues with God.  How can you argue with the God Who sees to it that among all the Hebrew babies which were being killed on a routine basis, you are saved, made the adopted son of Pharaoh, given the equivalent of a university education, and allowed to enjoy the luxury of royalty?  This was a man of faith?

Moses gets to talk to God in the burning bush.  God gives Moses a job to do and Moses argues.  (Jeremiah did the same thing and a few of the other prophets as well.)  I can’t talk.  I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.  So God says Moses can work with his brother Aaron.  God makes a concession to the weak faith and the fighting of the Holy Spirit which Moses did.  God is a loving God!

God uses Moses to rescue the Israelites from slavery in Egypt.  At God’s command, Moses moved a hand, raised an arm, and God saved 2.5 million people.   Moses received from the hands of God the Commandments, God’s loving directions for a beneficial relationship with Him and with other people.  Moses was so close to God that the glory of God rubbed off on him so that his face needed to be covered so as not to frighten the Israelites.

And yet Moses could not follow a simple direction when it came to getting water for the Israelites.  This man of faith, hits a rock out of frustration instead of speaking to it according to God’s direction.  The great man of faith is prevented from seeing the fulfillment of God’s promise of a land for Israel.  Yet God saved the man of faith and gave him eternal life in spite of the weakness and failings of the sinner.

What a great relief that is to us.  We do not need perfect faith.  We do not need a faith which never doubts.  All we need is a Spirit-given faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour and all failings are forgiven, all sin forgiven, and eternal life is guaranteed.  Thanks be to God!  

(Next time … Do not take faith and forgiveness for granted.  Faith is not an excuse to sin)

Words of Faith  # 75  for publication July 13, A.D. 2005

The Faith … An excuse to sin?

The last five articles have focused on faith, faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour, faith as a gift of the Holy Spirit, faith as it has been lived out by individuals and recorded for us in Holy Scripture. In the discussion of faith, it is key to remember that forgiveness and eternal life, guaranteed to people by grace through faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour, is not an excuse to sin.  St. Paul made that very clear when he talked about sinning more so that grace may more fully abound.  He was answering the foolish notion that was being perpetuated that the Christian could and should sin so that God could forgive more and therefore receive more praise because He was forgiving so much.

One of the tragedies of the Christian faith is the way Christians misunderstand the relationship of faith to forgiveness and the relationship of forgiveness to the way the Christian lives once forgiven.  In today’s world it is still quite easy to find people who profess to be Christians, live like heathens, sleeping with any one they please, cursing a blue streak in public, damning everything under the sun in the name of God or Jesus, and don’t think a thing of it because they are forgiven.  The utter, damnable hypocrisy of such thinking displays an unbelievable ignorance of Jesus, His suffering and death, and His forgiveness by grace through faith.

Faith in Jesus expresses itself, displays itself by conforming to the Word of God, by surrendering sinful desires and taking up the will of God as the way and will of the person who claims to have faith.  Faith seeks to conform to the will of God.  Faith seeks to give God glory by working with the Holy Spirit to beat the inbred desire to sin.  Faith does not use our cross-established forgiveness as an excuse to sin or as a “get out of hell free” card.  Faith gratefully clings to Jesus, works to conform to His will, and thus to give Him the glory He deserves for enduring our hell for us so that we might have heaven.  Faith never uses God’s mercy but always responds in loving thankfulness to the work of Jesus Christ.

Show God you are thankful for forgiveness by grace through faith in Jesus by living according to the Word of God, not using the guarantee of forgiveness through faith in Jesus as an excuse to sin.

Words of Faith #  76

For Publication July 27, 2005

What does it mean to be a Lutheran?

To make the answer as simple as possible, a Lutheran is someone who believes that Jesus is the only source of salvation for sinful mankind.  Faith in Jesus saves.  When you believe in Jesus you acknowledge that your faith is a gift of God, (Eph. 2:8-9) and that you are the recipient of God’s grace, His forgiveness, and His guarantee of heaven through trust in His Son Jesus.  Lutherans believe that God is the One Who receives all credit for the ability to believe, all credit for forgiveness, and is to receive all credit and glory for eternal life.   Man is the recipient of God’s gifts and is to respond in thankfulness for God’s salvation by a life lived according to God’s Word just as the Israelites were to live in response to God’s salvation from Egypt.  (Exodus 20, The context of the Commandments.)

Lutherans also believe that the Bible is God’s Word cover to cover.  This means that we believe in a six, twenty four hour day creation and we reject evolution.  It means that Noah was real, the flood was real, and that the fossils we find around today were alive at the time of Noah.  We believe the miracles of Jesus are real.  We believe that Jesus died and physically rose from the dead and bodily ascended into heaven where He remains until He returns to judge the living and the dead.  We believe that every word of the Bible was inspired by God the Holy Spirit in their original autographs, that is, as they were originally written by the prophets and apostles.

We believe that our human thinking, human wisdom, is to be subservient to the Word of God and it is not to interpret the Word of God.  The Word stands by itself as truth whether we understand it or not.  Those who interpret Scripture based upon tradition or upon human reason do damage to the Word of God and to faith in Jesus.  Scripture is to be read and understood in the context of a sentence within a paragraph within a book of the Bible within the historical and cultural context in which the Holy Spirit inspired any particular sentence to be written / communicated.  The Bible interprets itself based on what the Holy Spirit inspired at other times and places.  (More next time…)

Words of Faith  # 77

For Publication August 10, 2005

What does it mean to be Lutheran?  Part II

Lutherans stand in contrast to the rest of Christianity in that their adherence to the Word of God, without regard to human or ecclesiastical (church) tradition, prevents them from interpreting the Word of God to accommodate errant thinking / beliefs which might be part of a current cultural trend.  This means that regardless of what popular beliefs might be, the Word of God is to stand without change or adaptation to the culture or society of the day.  In a way, this adherence to the Word of God makes true Lutherans unpopular with most of society at any given time in history.

For example, today, when many churches are putting their stamp of approval on fornication, the living together of a couple without marriage, Lutherans continue to believe and teach that God intended for man and woman to live together only in the context of holy marriage.  Any other arrangement which society today allows and even encourages is, and will always remain, damnable. (I Corinthians 6:9-11)  Such fornication is forgivable by faith in Jesus and Spirit-inspired repentance, but it cannot be approved of by the true church.  To approve of such arrangements calls God a liar at worst or in the least makes Him out to be incompetent because He has declared an activity wrong than man has determined is right and beneficial.  Such attitudes break the First Commandment.

To be a Lutheran also means to focus worship upon God, not upon self as is often the case with today’s praise services which serve to lift the human spirit through a worship experience, entertainment.  In today’s world where so much worship seems to focus upon the entertainment of the individual, Lutherans still believe that it is absolutely critical to worship God.  The old German word, Gottesdienst, (Service by God) explains true worship.  Worship is a time when we gather to let God work on us through the hearing of His Word as read in the lessons and spoken in the sermon, even declared through the words of hymns as well as through the reception of Holy Communion.  Worship is a time to let God work on us and to give Him glory for the work He does in us and through us.   To gather simply for praise is OK but such “worship” misses the point: God is not given the opportunity to work on us.  (More next time…)

Words of Faith # 78

For Publication August 24, 2005

What does it mean to be Lutheran?  Part III

Lutherans do not believe in Martin Luther!  We received our name as a derogatory label in the 1500’s.  Martin Luther wished to reform the Roman Catholic Church and take her from a focus on traditions and the decrees of councils and popes to a focus of faith which was strictly based upon the Word of God.  He had no desire to create a new church.  He only wanted his church to focus solely upon Jesus as Lord and Saviour and solely upon the grace of God and the Word of God.  He was always against the use of his name in connection with this focus.

Lutherans do hold Dr. Luther and his writings in high regard.  His writings do not stand at the same level as the Bible.  They explain Scripture, but as a man, Luther and his writings must always be subservient to the Word of God.   He certainly had one of the greatest minds the church has ever known.   Yet, the Bible is always the final authority for all matters of faith, not Dr. Luther.

Luther’s Small Catechism stands as one of the most useful and most concise summary and explanation of the Christian faith.  He originally wrote the catechism for fathers to use in teaching their children the faith.  It is the job of parents, not the church, to bring up their children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.   Lutherans continue to use the catechism to teach children the basics of Christianity.

Lutherans continue to function in the tradition of Luther.  When it comes to determining how any modern question is to be answered, we turn to the Bible, see what the Bible has to say on a given topic, what was meant in the original cultural and linguistic context, and then give our answer or position based upon the Word.  It is truly Lutheran to look to the Bible alone for all answers without tradition, current cultural biases, or the use of human reason as the overriding influences in formulating positions and answers.  (One final item on being Lutheran next week...)

Words of Faith # 79

For Publication September 7, 2005

What does it mean to be Lutheran?  Part IV

Lutherans have their ecclesiastical heritage, their roots, in Roman Catholicism.  As a result, much of what a casual observing might see and hear would make them think that Lutherans are Catholic.  Not quite.

We differ from Rome in that we do not recognize the pope as the vicar of Christ.  We accept only Baptism and the Lord’s Supper as Sacraments.  (This in contrast to the evangelical tradition which denies all Sacraments because human reason cannot comprehend the miracles involved in Sacraments.)  We have only the Word of God as our authority in matters of faith and life, not councils, traditions, or papal decrees.  We do recognize Catholics as fellow believers as we do those of the Reformed tradition.  Although we have differences in this life, we believe that we will see all believers in Jesus in heaven, regardless of earthly denominational affiliation. 

Our worship traditions follow those of Rome which follow the traditions of the earliest Christians.  (Those who call themselves Lutherans today but are discarding the worship forms of the earliest Christians, are doing themselves and the Lutheran church great harm.  The pop-Christianity of today is actually more man-centered than Christ-centered.  Such is a great threat to the saving faith.)  Luther insisted on keeping as much of the Roman tradition as possible so that we might have only one church.  Only those things were discarded which were determined to detract from the focus on Jesus as the only source of salvation for mankind.

The Lutheran heritage is a rich heritage of subservience to the Word of God, of honoring the will of God as detailed in the Word, and of praise and thanks to God for the free gift of salvation by grace through a Spirit-given faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.  Being Lutheran is a privilege we take very seriously and for which we constantly thank God.

Words of Faith   # 80

For publication September 21, 2005

When will we get the hint?  In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the tornados in the Stoughton area, the tsunami last winter, the 9/11 attacks, and so many other events/disasters, a person would really imagine that people around would take the hint.  What is the hint?  Life can end at any moment!  Let us not even think about the end of the world.   That is in God’s hand.  He will decide on the time and the day.

Instead, let us just consider the fact that death can come at any moment.  Hurricanes, floods, tsunamis, terrorist attacks, an accidental fall down the stairs, or even a bee sting can end a life.  It happens all the time in the twinkling of an eye.

I talked with a banker recently about business.  She said that business wasn’t too bad, but certain areas were slowing down.  Then she said to me, “I’ll bet your business is doing well since 9/11.”  (Of course by “my business” she meant people joining the church.)  And sadly I had to reply, “Not really.”  At that she was surprised.  This non-church going person was certain that since 9/11 and all of the other calamities at least some people would head to a church.  With so much going wrong certainly people would be a little nervous about their future and prepare.  It just doesn’t seem to be the case in the U.S.

Why?  As a nation, we do not believe these things will happen to us.  All we have to do is listen to some of the people from down south right now.  They can’t believe it happened to them.  But these things happen some where, every day in the world to a greater or lesser degree.  What lesson are we to learn?  Take a hint.  You can die at any moment.  Are you ready?

If you believe in Jesus as your Saviour from sin, from death, and from the power of the devil, you are ready.  You are ready to die.  You are even ready for the end of the world.  More next time.  Read Luke 13:1-5 for the next column.

Words of Faith # 81

For publication October 5, 2005

Are you ready to die?  Have you taken the hint?  The disasters of the world are all a result of the Fall.  When Adam and Eve sinned God’s perfect order within nature ceased.  People do things out of hatred, buildings collapse, weather no longer functions perfectly, our machines fall apart, our bodies fall apart, and every kind of disaster imaginable occurs.  And so it will be until Christ returns.  Have you taken the hint?

Luke 13 is an interesting passage.  Jesus does not answer the questions of whose fault it was that certain things go bad and people die.  The answer is already found in Genesis 3. Now the concern of Jesus is for the eternal welfare of people.  The disasters will continue.  Murder will continue.  These will not end until the end of time.  Are you ready for them?

There are two types of preparedness.  One is the physical preparedness.  That is actually the more difficult of the two types of preparedness.  Do you have food and water on hand if services are interrupted?  Hopefully you have more than three days worth in your house.  Do you have extra blankets, flashlights, sources of heat, medicine, etc.?  Start preparing now for the inevitable disaster.  It will take time and effort and money to prepare.  But do it.

The preparation which is the most crucial to your future is preparation for death.  It will come to everyone.  Are you prepared?  Living will?  Advance directives?  Funeral trust?  And the most important thing?  Do you believe in Jesus as Lord and Saviour? 

If you believe then you are ready to live and you are ready to die.  If you do not have a personal faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour you are totally unprepared!  Nothing else will save you on that inevitable day when you breathe your last except Jesus Christ.  Are you ready for your last breath?  That last breath could be taken behind the wheel of a car or as you fall down the stairs or as your roof collapses in a tornado or as your heart stops beating in the middle of the night or as an artery bursts in your head.  Are you ready?  Believe in Jesus and you will be ready!

Words of Faith   # 82

For publication October19, 2005

It is so easy to be ready to die!  In the last two columns the point was made that everyone dies.  We just don’t know how and when.  But we will all die.  And unlike preparations for disasters which may take many hours and days and many dollars to secure, the eternal preparation for death has been secured for us in and through the work and person of Jesus Christ.

A person might needs hundreds of dollars of things on hand to be prepared for disasters.  You might have to shop in twenty different stores and catalogs to get all the things necessary to be prepared for disasters.  But for eternity, Jesus Christ has done all of the preparation for you.  This is the heart of the Gospel.  Jesus does it for you.  

Since the fall into sin man has lost the ability to secure a good standing before God.  No matter what man does it falls short of God’s required perfection.  You cannot prepare for your own eternity by your own works.  Jesus lived a perfect life as your substitute.  Jesus suffered total damnation for all of your sins so that you will not have to suffer.  Jesus rose from the dead to declare to the world and the powers of evil that He has established forgiveness and eternal life for all humanity and to show that those who believe in Him will also rise from the dead.  If He could do it He can do it for us as well.  He has prepared the way for you into heaven when you breathe your last.  Do you believe in Him?   

Forgiveness and eternal life are easy.  Unlike so many of the other preparations in life the most important preparation has been done for you.  When you believe in Jesus He guarantees forgiveness and eternal life to you.  He has established His church for you to attend and strengthen your faith in Him.  He has given pastors and fellow believers to support you in your life of faith.  He sends His Holy Spirit to work through Word and Sacrament to help His people grow in faith.  He has provided everything you need to be prepared for life and death.  Thank God for Jesus Christ.  Thank God preparation for the eternal life so is readily available.

Words of Faith  # 83

For publication November 2, 2005

Politically Correct Vocabulary and the Christian Faith

Consider for a moment that politically correct vocabulary may actually be an attack on the Christian faith.  First we eliminate vocabulary that is inflammatory and only meant to harm people.  That is not the nature of the Christian faith.  Yet, to be politically correct today means a Christian and the Christian faith is discriminated against because when we speak the truth of the Word of God we are told that we are not being politically correct, we are being hurtful.

Consider for a moment that what is being observed is, to coin a work, “Christophobia.”  People are afraid of the Christian faith, they are afraid of the Gospel, they are afraid of the Word of God, and thus they do not want to hear or read the truth as it applies to them.

As an example, Christians are called homophobes because we declare the Word of God which clearly states that homosexuality is a sin.  Such a declaration is not a fear of homosexuals, it is actually a declaration of love for them as Christians seek to get them out of a way of life which is destructive and damnable. (I Corinthians 6:9-10)

Christians are called Islamaphobes because we supposedly hate and fear Islam.  Christians do not fear Islam per se, but we do not recognize it as an alternative route into heaven.  We are declared to be anti-abortion, as if the murdering of innocent children is a constitutional right.  We are pro-life, a position which acknowledges God’s gift of life to a human being from a single cell forward.  Christianity does not allow for alternative life-styles because there are no alternative life-styles.  Any life-style which goes contrary to the Word of God is a death-style.

Notice how vocabulary is used to expressed hatred of God and His Word.  Political correctness, as good as that phrase sounds, serves to convince people that God’s way is wrong.  Politically correct vocabulary is destructive to the Christian faith and ultimately will help destroy this wonderful God-given nation.  Before you buy into politically correct vocabulary, think and ask:   Would Jesus approve of it?

Words of Faith #84  

 For publication November 16th, A. D. 2005

“Forgive us Lord for shallow thankfulness.”  What a statement that is.  In one of our Lutheran Hymnals it is a song we sing.  Used as a confession of sins at Thanksgiving, it is an appropriate declaration of the sin of which Americans as a whole are guilty.  How often do we hear at this time of the year that we are thankful.  But to whom do we offer our thanks?

If our thankfulness is some vague emotion, some unfocused, non-directed feeling, what good is it?  Programs on TV talk about thankfulness at this time of the year.  Characters express their thanks to themselves or some unidentified source of blessing.  But the spirit of thanksgiving which the Pilgrims brought to this country is all but lost on the population.  The Pilgrims expressed their thanks to the God of the Bible for the blessings they had received from Him.  

Today, in many of the newer history textbooks, the notion of the Pilgrims giving thanks to God has actually been eliminated.  There is this desire to remove all forms of Christianity from our national history.  If some had their way today, the fact that people came here from Europe so that they could practice their Christian faith as they desired would be entirely eliminated from our history.  There is a powerful desire to rewrite history so that the Christian faith has no reason for existing on the shores of this nation.

If we look at how some eliminate God from the holiday we might as well just call the fourth Thursday of November “turkey day,” the day on which Americans support the turkey growers of America so that these folks can feed their families.  That would be OK, since as Americans we do a lot of things just to help other people.  But then let’s not call it a holiday (holy-day).

The best thing Christians can do is keep God in the holiday.  Go to church and worship when it is offered.  Offer your confession for shallow thankfulness.  Receive His forgiveness through Jesus Christ.  Then give God thanks for the safety we enjoy here, the privileges too numerous to mention, and the freedoms we take for granted.  Make Thanksgiving truly a Holy-Day.

Words of Faith #85  

 For publication November 30th, A. D. 2005

Advent, a time of preparation.
The Christian church is now in the season of Advent.  The word has its origins in Latin.  It means “come near.”  The King of kings is coming near to us.  We are to prepare a way for Him in our hearts and minds, in our homes and in our lives.  Advent is a season of penitential preparation.  The King comes to be born among us for one reason and one reason only, He comes to die for us sinners.

Some might think that such a statement takes away from the spirit of Christmas.  For so many today it is all lights and sparkly things.  It is a time for children to be treated.  It is a time when we give gifts to the ones we love and those whose work and time are appreciated.  In a sense these attitudes are correct.  They are correct when they imitate God’s great gift to us, Jesus, Who was born to suffer and die for us.  If we take the cross out of Christmas we have nothing more than another empty holiday which is designed to lighten our pocket books.

The idea of the King of kings coming near to us makes this preparatory time of the Church Year quite meaningful.  We are to remember that He must come here to live and die for us because of our sinful natures.  He must come here so that we can enter heaven, for without His work for us we are totally lost.  He must come here because without His work sin, death, and Satan would have continued control of mankind.  He must come here because God in His love and mercy for His rebellious creatures promised Him and God never breaks His promises.

In sorrow for our sin and yet with the anticipation of the great celebration of His birth for us, we prepare for Jesus’ birth during the season of Advent.  We praise God for showing His unfathomable love for us by giving us His Son as the sacrifice for our sins.  We praise God during this preparatory season when we make the focus of Christmas the celebration of His birth, the celebration of our salvation.  Keep Christ is CHRISTmas.  That’s what it’s all about.
Words of Faith #86  

 For publication December 14thth, A. D. 2005

Jesus’ Birthday

This is what Christmas is about, the birthday of Jesus.  Sounds so obvious, doesn’t it.  We celebrate the birthday of Jesus, the God-man, Who came to live, suffer, die, and rise from the dead for us so that by faith in Him and trust in His all-sufficient work for us, we might have the forgiveness of our sins and the guarantee of eternal life.  Jesus’ birthday.

How far from that celebration is most of the modern world.  As noted last year, one can rarely find Christmas decorations anymore that have anything to do with the birthday of Jesus.  You can find fire trucks and Snow White but a manger scene is really difficult to find.  You can find all kinds of Santa Clauses but to find wise men or Mary and the Baby you will really have to do some shopping.

Almost without fail clergymen like me bemoan these things every year.  For us, the birth of Jesus is paramount.  Everything else must take second place during this time of the year.  But the people we shepherd listen to us one or two hours a week while they are bombarded with advertisements all day every day from before Thanksgiving right up to Christmas Eve.   

So, in print, one more time, this is a strong encouragement to every Christian of every denomination:  Keep Christ in Christmas!  With all of the things around us every Christian will have to work at this.  It is so easy to get sidetracked.  The devil uses all of the glitz and glitter of the season to distract us.  The things are so nice.   The demands from family and friends are almost overwhelming.  The commitments to be in several places at once are quite distracting.

Remember, Christmas Eve and Christmas Day exist to celebrate the birth of the Saviour of the world.  If you want a truly meaningful Christmas then worship Him Who is King of kings and Lord of lords.  Keep Jesus at the center of Christmas and you will truly have a blessed holiday.
Words of Faith #87  

 For publication December 28thth, A. D. 2005

Happy New Year

Actually, New Years is not part of the church year.  The church began its new year with the first Sunday in Advent which was November 27th this year.  The church year is already four weeks old.  The church commemorates something else on January 1st, the naming of Jesus.  It is the day set aside to focus on the meaning of the wonderful name given to the God-man during His life on earth.

In English we use the name Jesus to designate the son of Mary and Joseph of Nazareth.  In Hebrew His name was Joshua bar (son of) Joseph.  Joshua is the key upon which to focus.  This name means YHWH (Yahweh) saves.  Simply put we often say that Jesus means Saviour.

The name was quite common at the time of Jesus.  Many Jewish mothers hoped that their son would be the Messiah, save Israel from the Romans, and make Israel a world power once again.  It had not been such a power for over nine hundred years.  But that desire was socio-political.  It had nothing to do with the real purpose of the Messiah.

The reason the Messiah is sent into the world is precisely what the name means.  When the angel tells Joseph he is to name his son Jesus, it is because He will save His people from their sins.  And what does Jesus of Nazareth do?  He enters this world to live a perfect life for us, a life as our substitute.  He lives the perfection God demands on our part.  Then in His perfection He goes to the cross to suffer and die for each individual sinner as our substitute.  Then He rises from the dead to display to the world that He has done everything necessary for our salvation.  Thus He lives out His name perfectly, just as the angel declared to Joseph.  He saves us from our sin.

As New Years is celebrated, remember in Jesus we have a New Year with our Saviour-King leading us, guiding us, forgiving us, and guaranteeing eternal life to us just as His beautiful name declares.  God saves us through Jesus Christ.

Words of Faith #88  

 For publication January 11th, A. D. 2006

Epiphany

Now that the Christmas holiday is far behind us it is so easy to lose track of what is going on in the church year.  The current season is called Epiphany.  The word comes from two Greek words which mean “to make evident or obvious.”  It is during this time of the year that we hear Scripture readings in the churches which point us to the fact that Jesus is God the Son of God.  

Epiphany reaches its climax on Transfiguration Sunday when Jesus talks with Moses and Elijah on the mountain top and it becomes very obvious that Jesus is God.  Transfiguration is important because the disciples and we must see that it is truly God Who is going to the cross to die for them and for all of humanity.

Epiphany began with the wise men coming to visit Jesus and bring Him gifts suited for a king.  This is the beginning of the recognition of His person as the God-man.  Throughout His public ministry He makes it obvious that He is God the Son of God by the things He does.  He changes water into the finest wine anyone ever tasted.  He fed five thousand men and a corresponding number of women and children with five loaves of bread and two fish.  He walked on water.  He raised three people from the dead.  He healed more people than we will ever know.  And He boldly taught the Word of God to any all who would listen.

From now until Ash Wednesday we focus on these activities and events in the life of our Lord Jesus Christ because they prepare us to very clearly and definitively know Him as the God-man Who goes to the cross for us.  If we are not convinced of His divine person then we have no need of His suffering and death and we must be convinced that He did not rise from the dead.  On the other hand, convinced of Who He is, we are well prepared for Lent as we watch Him die for our sins and establish the reconciliation which will become our justification through His resurrection.  Let His work and person become evident to you during this Epiphany.
Words of Faith   # 89

For publication January 25, 2006

We are in the “in between” time.  We are in between the Christmas season and the Lenten season.  We are in between the birth and death of Jesus.  We are in the Epiphany season.

Not all church bodies recognize the seasons of the Church Year as Lutherans and Roman Catholics do.  It is our tradition to mark the time of the year with the various events of the life of Jesus.  Epiphany is the in between time when we focus upon the meaning of the word Epiphany.  Epiphany means to make evident, apparent, obvious.  The Gospel lessons for this time of the year point to the person of Jesus and how His actions, miracles, and preaching / teaching declared Him to be the Messiah, the Son of the living God.

Throughout Epiphany the Christian Church finds comfort in the many evidences of Jesus being the Son of God.  It is critical for us to see Him as the sinless Son of God Who will give up His life to suffer and die on our behalf.  We see His perfection and thank God that He lived as our substitute.  We see His love and healing miracles and thank God we have such a One in heaven Who will intercede on our behalf.  We begin to fathom the power and glory He left behind to serve us even to death on the cross.  Epiphany is a time when the miraculous person of Jesus becomes obvious and we are again awed by the fact that this unique being, the God-man, came here for us.

Epiphany makes it obvious to us that God is truly love as we look at His Son Who proves His person and then goes to the cross to provide forgiveness to sinners.  Thank God that it is so apparent Who it is that was born on Christmas, the perfect sacrifice to pay for our sins.
Words of Faith # 90

For publication February 8, 2006

Jesus is the Son of the Living God.  This is exactly the kind of statement people have taken offense at for 2000 years.  How can a man be God?  How can what looks so ordinary be God?  How can God be contained within human flesh?  

The questions cannot be quantifiably answered.  No scientific lab can duplicate the joining of man to God.  No one can explain how it is possible for the infinite God to take finite humanity into Himself and not at the same time change His divine nature.  The human mind cannot answer these questions.  And that frustrates people to no end.

But it is the essence of saving faith.  God has taken humanity into Himself so that He can save humanity by dying for them.  What an unbelievable yet faith-essential concept.  God takes humanity into Himself in the person of Jesus of Nazareth so that God, the Son of God can die for sinners.  The awe of this reality is beyond description.  It is a demonstration of the love of God for sinners.  It is the quintessential piece of evidence that displays the fact that God wants sinners forgiven and that He wants them with Him in His heaven for all eternity.

Sinful man cannot save himself so God saves His rebellious creatures by paying the ultimate price for sin, death.  This is the essence of the Gospel.  Jesus, God the Son of God, dies for us so that we can live for ever.  Jesus pays the price for our sins so that we do not have to pay that price.  Jesus provided our forgiveness for us and gives a guarantee of heaven. And then, by the power of His Holy Spirit, He even blesses people with saving faith in Himself so that we, sinners, might possess all that He lived and died to provide.  

What a great gift of God to humanity is this Jesus, the Son of the living God.

Words of Faith #91

For publication February 22, 2006

Transfiguration: The metamorphosis of Jesus.   This Sunday is the last Sunday of the Epiphany season.  Recall that Epiphany means to make evident, apparent, or obvious.  On this Sunday of the Church Year it becomes absolutely apparent that Jesus is God, the Son of God.  On the Mount of Transfiguration the glory of God, which belongs to Jesus but has been laid aside (Philippians 2) so that He can do His work, is now revealed to three of His disciples.

His clothes become white as lightening.  The disciples see the changes, the metamorphosis, and know for certain that this Jesus is God, the Son of God, Messiah.  When it comes to His suffering and death they will know for certain that it is God Who goes to the cross to die for them.  There will be no doubt.

Next week we begin the season of Lent on Ash Wednesday.  But Ash Wednesday is not important unless we have first seen Who goes to suffer for us.  If it is just a man who dies, then his death is sad, even tragic.  But it is not just a man.  It is the sinless Son of God Whom we see transfigured before us on this mountain side.  Awesome event.  Awesome reality.  God is going to suffer and die for us.  We need to see the transfigured Jesus.

Now Lent can take hold of us.  Now we sacrifice something in imitation of that which Jesus sacrificed for us, namely His life.  Now we can take on six weeks of contrition in the proper spirit, the spirit of thankfulness for the sacrifice the Son of God makes for our sinfulness.  Now Lent can become a time of preparation for the wonder of Resurrection Sunday when the glory and power which Jesus gave up for us are returned to Him.  

The Transfiguration prepares us for Lent and Easter.  Read the accounts recorded in Matthew 17, Mark 9, and Luke 9.  They will give you a greater appreciation of Lent.




 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image1.emf]Words of Faith # 9 4   For publication April 5, 2006     Nearing the end of our Lenten Journey     We are near the end of our yearly journey through Lent.  Hopefully you have spent some time in  quiet reflection these past six weeks.  Remember, Lent is the time we fo cus on the magnitude of  the suffering of our Saviour as He establishes forgiveness and eternal life for us.  We remember  each year that He is the perfect substitute for sinners.  He is the sinless Son of God Who endures  our hell for us so that we might hav e heaven through a Spirit - given faith in Him.  Have you  reflected on these things?     Next week we enter Holy Week.  This Sunday is Palm Sunday.  We recall how Jesus entered into  Jerusalem as a peace - bringer.  The crowds cheered Him while the authorities plo tted His demise.   He spends a few days in Jerusalem teaching His final lessons.  Then He prepares His disciples  and Himself for the ultimate sacrifice for sin, His own death on the cross.     On Good Friday Christians all over the world will hear once again t he disturbing words, “My  God, My God, Why have you forsaken Me?”  In the depths of pain and suffering imposed upon  Jesus by His Father, He still calls Him “My God.”  While He endures our hell for us, while He is  damned for us while hanging on the cross, He  never loses hope that His Father will rescue Him.       With the words, “Father, into Your hands I commend My spirit,” we hear from Jesus that His  hope in God is not disappointed.  His Father takes Him into heaven and reunites Him with  Himself because all th at Jesus needed to do to secure our salvation has been accomplished.  The  great cry which emanates from Jesus  as He dies declares to the world that the struggle for our  salvation is finally over.  Heaven is now secure and available to all who would believe  in Jesus.     As you worship on Good Friday, do so with awe in mind and heart at the great sacrifice which  has been made to secure heaven for you.  Rejoice that it is yours through Jesus Christ.  Then, go  and worship Him on Easter morning.  It is the least y ou can do!        



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image2.emf]Words of Faith # 9 5   For publication April 19 , 2006     Christ is risen indeed!  Alleluia!     These are the words which we re  spoken and shouted and sung in countless Christian churches  just three days ago.  It is the cry of absolute vic tory.  Christ has won.         The critics, if you watched any one of the many foolish program s about Jesus last week, claim H e  never really died or never rose.  He was drugged and only feigned death.  He was taken down  from the cross, revived, brought back to health, married Mary Magda lene and moved to France.   You describe the foolish ness  and it was on some channel somewhere.  Why?  Why the foolish?     Simple answer really.  If Jesus was Who He said He was, and if He died and did rise from the  dea d as so  many witnesses attest, then He is  truly the  only  source of forgiveness and eternal life.   If He really rose from the dead then He is God.  If He really suffered and died for our sins then  we are sinners and we need forgiveness and we have forgiveness  available  only through Him.  If  He ros e from the dead He will return to judge the living and the dead and we had better be ready  for Him at all times.  But if any of the foolishness that was aired last week was real, then we don’t  have to think about such things.     From day one, Jesus’ resurrec tion had to be denied.  If you look at the records, the empty tomb is  never denied.  He left it on Easter morning.   Even Josephus, the Jewish historian acknowledges  the empty tomb.   But the reasons for the empty tomb have been legion.  Why?  Because if Chr ist  did die and rise from the dead no one has an excuse.  We must believe or we die.  And thus the  denials continue and will continue to the end of time.  Sinners do not want to acknowledge the  truth of the Bible’s words that Jesus was the Son of God, that  He suffered hell and died for us and  that He gloriously rose from the dead.  To acknowledge this truth and yet refuse to believe it  makes an eternity in hell an absolute.  Therefore the ongoing attempt to deny, destroy, or  minimize the reality that  Christ  is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!  



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image3.emf]Words of Faith # 102   For publication June 21 , 2006     What is the essence of faith?  The writer to the Hebrews declares: “Now faith is the assurance of  things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”   What does that mean?  It means that faith is  confide nt that what it is looking forward to experience is real even though what is anticipated has  not yet been seen.  It can also mean that faith is certain that what it has not physically experienced  is just as real as that which has been physically experience d.   When a person declares faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour he/she is declaring confidence in  God’s promises of forgiveness and eternal life even though they cannot see forgiveness and they  have not yet experienced heaven.  When a person possesses a Spiri t - given faith in Jesus (Eph.  2:8 - 9) God declares to that person that he/she is right with Him.  God cannot be  seen.  Sin can be  experienced ye t forgiveness is not tangible.  Faith lives with the confidence of God’s forgiveness  for the many sins which a per son commits because God has declared His promise to forgive when  one believes in Jesus.     Another way of expressing the essence of faith is with the word “trust.”  What does “trust” mean?  It means to have confidence, certainty in something or someone.  Whe n a person gets behind the  wheel of a vehicle we trust that when the accelerator peddle is depressed and the vehicle is in  drive, it will go forward, and go forward at varying speeds based upon the amount of gas we give  the engine.   As long as all of the v arious parts work, our trust will not be frustrated.  We will go  forward and we will continue to trust the vehicle to get us from point “A” to point “B.”   When we declare that we believe in Jesus, that we have faith in Him, that we trust Him, we are  saying  that we live with the confidence of knowing His cross - established forgiveness is a reality  for us and that His promise of heaven is absolutely true.  To have faith in Jesus is to put your  whole confidence in Him.  We sin when we do not put all confidence i n Him.  Yet , when we  possess a Spirit - given faith in Him,  He forgives us our sin.  Then we, in thankfulness for  forgiveness, turn again and trust in Him, believe in Him, have faith in Him Whose life, suffering,  death, and glorious resurrection establishes  forgiveness for us.  This is the essence of faith :   trusting in Jesus for all good, for all forgiveness, for an eternity in heaven.    



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image4.emf]Words of Faith # 9 6   For publication May 3, 2006     Christ is risen indeed!  Alleluia!     The triumphant  Easter declaration continues to encourage and strengthen the community of faith  while at the same time it haunts the unbelieving community with its power.  C hrist did truly rise  from the dead.  The resurrection proves what Peter said before the Jewish court nearly 2000 years  ago, “There is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved!”   (Acts 4)  In the panoply of religions Christianity sti ll stands as the only truth and the only religion which  universally generates persecution.  Why?  Because the truth of God’s Word irritates the very core  of sinners in every place and every time throughout history.     What is the truth of God’s Word which ir ritates humanity so much?  The answer is simple.  Man  is such a sinner that he can never save himself.  Every good deed done is tainted with sin and  therefore man can never do one single thing correctly in order to gain God’s favor, His  forgiveness or earn  a guaranteed entrance into  His  heaven.  This simple truth irritates the  proud  and arrogant  human mind and soul like a microscopic sliver of wood will irritate any one to no  end.   Mankind wants a reward from God for every single little good it does.  But G od is quite  clear, “There is no one that does any good, not one!” (Romans 3:12)       Why the hatred of Christianity?  Why the ongoing attempt to destroy the veracity of the Bible?   Because sinners don’t want to know who they are.  What sinner really wants to  know that they  are powerless to earn heaven and that they are helpless when it comes to undoing their sin?  None  that I have ever met!     Why is Jesus such an offense?  Because Jesus, the sinless Son of God must suffer, die, and rise  from the dead to establ ish forgiveness and eternal life  FOR  sinners.  He must do it all for us  because in our sin we are helpless and hopeless.   The prideful human nature we have does not  like to be told that Jesus is the only way of salvation.  We want to take credit for our f orgiveness  and salvation.  The very existence of Jesus declares that we are helpless and hopeless without  Jesus.  Thank God He lived and died  FOR  us.  Thank God Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!  Alleluia!      



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image5.emf]Words of Faith # 97   For Publication on May 10, 2006   Easter seems so far away now.  It is almost like looking back at last year’s Christmas celebration.   It is a thing of the past.  The lilies are out of the churches.  Many of them have been taken home,  cut  back, and transplanted in the hope that they might bloom one more time before the frost hits  this fall. (Let’s not talk about frost and fall, right?)   And so Easter fades from our memories even though many pastors try to keep Easer alive with  the singing of  a least one Easter hymn each Sunday until Pentecost.  But the reality of Easter d are  never fade from memory  or from our consciousness.  The need for the Easter message and the  Easter assurance will only end on the day Christ returns to judge the living an d the dead.  Why?     Stand in front of the coffin of a loved one and you will know why Easter is so important.  Easter  is the guarantee that what we see is not the end of the story.  We might stand at the open coffin  and cry because the loss of a loved one  hurts.  We will not see that person again in this life.  Our  contact with them is over.   There will be a gap , maybe even a gaping hole  in our lives.   But by faith in Jesus, knowing that Jesus conquered the very thing we fear the most, the death we  witness i s only temporary.  The loss of the loved one is only our temporary loss of contact with  them.  Those who die with faith in Jesus live with Him in heaven.  They are still alive.  They are  still functioning.  They exist in  the  presence of God enjoying His im measurable love.   They no  longer cry.  They no longer have any pain.  They are not exposed to and thus hurt by the sin and  pain of this fallen world.   They cannot see the grief of this life nor do they have contact with this  existence.  But  they  do  have th e promise of a resurrected body which will function just as God  intended when He made Adam and Eve.  That body will function perfectly for eternity enjoying  God’s re - created physical existence to its fullest.   These are the blessings of Easter which are to  be in the minds and the hearts of every believer in  Jesus.  These realities, shown to be real in the resurrection of Jesus, exist to give us comfort as we  wait for the return of the Son of the Living God, namely Jesus, the Christ.  If we did not have  these  hopes based in the resurrection we should be pitied more than any other group of people on  the face of the earth as St. Paul notes in I Corinthians.  But instead of being pitied we are to be  envied because the Christian knows and believes and has the priv ilege of living with the  confidence of the Easter proclamation:  Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed! Alleluia!      



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image6.emf]Words of Faith # 98   For publication May 17, 2006   Alluded to in a single sentence last week was an idea that needs to be addressed within the  context of the Easter Season.  In writing about heaven it was noted that those who have died and  gone before us no l onger have any contact with this life.  Heaven is a place of absolute joy  guaranteed to us by Jesus through His life, death, and resurrection.  If those in heaven could have  contact with us their joy, the ir  cross - established eternal bliss would be greatly  diminished.  All  that Jesus died to guarantee would be greatly diminished  if not actually destroyed .   In our culture today there is the popular notion that people can have contact with their departed  loved ones.  This idea is completely contradicted by Jesu s Himself in the parable of the “Rich  man and poor Lazarus,” recorded in  Luke 16:19 - 31.  There is no contact with those who have left  this life.  Regardless of what some TV shows may promote, there is no contact.  What you are  witnessing  on TV , if it is no t fraud, is some form of contact with the demonic.    The notion that grandma can look down through holes in the floor of heaven and see us is another  tragic degrading of Jesus’ gift of heaven and eternal bliss.  To be in heaven with Jesus means that  every a spect of this existence is forgotten so completely that we will not want to look down on  the grief and pai n of the current human condition .  No matter how great the love we have shared  with another human being, the joy and the thrill of being in the loving  presence of God in heaven  will make us forget this life.  Heaven is so far beyond our imagining that we currently have a hard  time imagining losing all interest in the things of this life.  But in the presence of God and His  love, this will happen.  We wi ll forget even those we love the most because our fallible, limited  love will be overshadowed by the powerful,  overwhelming love of God.  When by faith in Jesus  our loved ones reach heaven, we will know them in Christ.  But until that time we are separated   from them.   We are not told all the details of heaven and as a result people make things up, they have ideas  which bring them some kind of comfort.  That is OK to a degree.  But when human ideas contract  the Word of God, then human ideas are to be abandone d.  Luke 16 clearly teaches that there is no  contact between  those in  heaven and  those living on the  earth .    Are these things depressing?  They don’t need to be.  Remember by faith in Jesus you always  know where your loved one is.   By faith in Jesus he/she  lives in heaven.   And by that same faith  you also know that you will enjoy the presence of the God of love for all eternity  with your loved  ones. This is another great guarantee  to the Christian because Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!   Alleluia!      



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image7.emf]Words of Faith # 9 9   For publication May  24, 2006     We are close to the end of the Easter season.  May 25 th  the Church remembers the Ascension, the  day on which the glorified Jesus re - enters heaven, sits at the right hand of the Father, and waits  until the Fa ther gives the order to bring creation to an end and gives Jesus the directive to judge  the living and the dead.  All that Jesus was directed to do and all which was prophesied about  Him is now complete.  The Church waits for His return.     What are you doin g while you wait for His return?  Are you ready for His return?       There are so many Christians who are worried about the return of Christ.  But why would a  Christian worry about the return of Christ?  Is that day any different from the day on which a  Chri stian will die?  Think about it. If you have faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour, if you believe  that He lived, died, and rose from the dead for you, if you believe that He truly is God’s Son, then  you are ready to die.  And if you are ready to die then you  are ready for His return.  It is just that  simple.     Too many people within the pale of Christianity have done a great disservice to the faith with the  teaching of millennialism.  When Christ returns it will be all over.  There is no  visible  1000 year  reig n of Christ as  some  taught.  The Millennium is simply the complete era of the Christian  church on earth.  Uneducated literalism has resurrected and perpetuated the millennial heresy  which existed at the time of Jesus.  As a result, too much of Christianity  is concerned with an  “un - ding”, a non - thing as the Germans call it.       Faith in Jesus as the only Saviour from sin prepares everyone for the end of the world.   So,  what  are you doing in the mean time?  Hopefully you are involving yourself with the reason  the church  exists , the reason you have faith in Jesus : To bring the unbeliever to a saving knowledge of Jesus  as their personal Saviour from sin.   Is that what you are doing while waiting for Christ to return as  you have seen Him go?  If not, why not?  Rea d Matthew 28:19 - 20 and Acts 2 for next week.  



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image8.emf]Words of Faith # 100   For Publication may 31, 2006     This Sunday is Pentecost, ten days after the Ascension of Jesus into heaven and fifty days after  the resurrection of Jesus.  It is the birthday of the Christian Church.  It is the day on which the  Holy Spir it began to do what was promised by the prophet Joel in chapter 2:  “ And afterward, I  will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will  dream dreams, your young men will see visions. Even on my servants, both me n and women, I  will pour out my Spirit in those days. I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood  and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before  the coming of the great and dreadful day of the  LORD.  And everyone who calls on the name of  the LORD will be saved; for on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be deliverance, as the  LORD has said, among the survivors whom the LORD calls. ”      This is a great day in the life of the Church.  The Holy Sp irit of God Who was, of course always  active among people, Who always created and sustained faith, was now not just with people He  began to live within them once baptized.  It was a glorious day in the life of the Church.  God was  again keeping His promise s just as He always does.  On this day the Twelve were first  empowered to proclaim Jesus through the miraculous gift of an instant seminary education and  the ability to communicate in other languages without years of study.  They were instantly  prepared to  do just what Jesus had commanded ten days earlier, “Go and make disciples of all  nations.” (Matthew 28:19 - 20)   What a tremendous, exciting day this must have been.  Three thousand men came to faith and  were baptized that day.  Which, because of the way in  which people were numbered, means that  perhaps as many as twelve thousand men, women, and children were baptized and brought into  the kingdom of God that day.   Jesus gave a command to make disciples and He gave the power  via the Holy Spirit to follow that  command.  It must have been an awesome experience.  The  Church came into existence with power, with water, and with fire just as Jesus promised as  recorded in St. John’s Gospel.  And why wouldn’t it happen?  Jesus the Son of the living God  said it would h appen.  Happy Birthday to the Christian Church!    



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image9.emf]Words of Faith # 101   For publication June 7, 2006   This Sunday ends the festival  half of the church  year .  This Sunday we celebrate the Holy Trinity,  the great mystery which mankind will never fathom this side of the grave.  How can One God be  Three Persons  and yet only be One God?  This truth is beyond our comprehension.  This truth  which constitutes the description of God as He has revealed Himself is the truth upon which the  Christian faith exists.  Incomprehensible?  Yes!  But at the same time it is truth !   When people read the Word of God the Trinity is revealed from the very beginning.  In the  creation account we see all Three Persons of the Trinity active in the process of creation.  We  hear the Father speak.  He speaks and the Word He speaks acts, this  is Jesus, the living Word of  God. (Read John 1)  And we are told that the Spirit of God moved across the face of the deep.  It  is so simple and so obvious.  All one need do is read with an open mind and the Trinity will be  revealed from Genesis through Rev elation.   What we have before us in the revelation of the Holy Trinity is a God Who has displayed His  love for us in creating us, redeeming us, and sanctifying us.  We have a God Who has loved His  rebellious cre atures so much that He makes  a priority of His  existence the care and salvation of  mankind.  The Trinity certainly reveals a God of love.   Of course God also reveals Himself as a just God, One Who is ang ry with sin and Whose sense of  j ustice must be satisfied.  He promises / threatens to punish all tho se who disobey His laws.  At  the same time He reveals His love  for  us sinners by sending His only - begotten Son to live and die  for us so that we might have forgiveness and eternal life.  The Father and the Son together send  the Holy Spirit to create faith  in us so that by this Spirit - created faith we might apprehend the  forgiveness of sins and make it our own.   This God, this  Holy Trinity is a wonder to behold .   His love is displayed in the very fact that He  has revealed Himself to us, His rebellious creatur es, so that we might know His plan of  forgiveness and salvation.  What a blessing to know of the existence of the God Who has created  everything and Who holds the entire universe together with a single thought.  When we see the  extent to which this God goe s to save us, that is of course the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross for  us, we truly begin to know a God of love.  He is a God of love beyond all human understanding.   What a blessing it is to know the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, the God Who save s sinners.  



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image10.emf]Words of Faith # 103   For publication July 5 , 2006     Let’s consider the trust/faith/belief factor a little more.  Last time faith and trust were the topic for  consideration.  There is a little story which exemplifies trust.  It goes as follows:   There is a man  who is about to walk over Niagara Falls on a tight rope.  A crowd gathers to watch  what happens.  Before starting out he asks the crowd, “Do you believe I can walk over the falls  on this tight rope?”  They answer, “No, it’s not possible.”   The man proceeds  to walk over the falls. He holds the balance bar in his hands and slowly and  carefully proceeds over the falls and returns safely.  After climbing down from the rope he again  asks, “ Now, d o you believe I can walk over on the tight rope?”  And of course th ey all answer,  “Yes, we have seen you do it.”  He says to them, “Come back tomorrow.”   The next day he is there with a wheel barrow.  He asks them, “Do you believe I can push this  wheel barrow over and back on the tight rope?”  They reply, “No, that’s not p ossible.”  But he  goes ahead and pushes the wheel over and back on the tight rope.  Upon his return he asks, “Now  do you believe?”  And the crowd answers, “Yes, we have seen you do it.”  He tells them, “Come  back tomorrow.”   On the third day he is again at  the tight rope and asks the crowd, “Do you believe I can cross the  falls pushing the wheel barrow on the tight rope?”  They respond, “Yes, we saw you do it  yesterd ay!”  Then he says to them, “OK. Now,  who will get into the wheel barrow?”   That is the essenc e of trust.  Will we get into God’s barrow and trust Him to save us?  Will we  trust in the work and person of Jesus to forgive us our sins and give us eternal life simply by  believing in Him or will we try to earn heaven for ourselves and earn our own forg iveness?   Faith/belief/trust all come down to this one point.  Will we let God save us or will we sin by  trying to save ourselves and earn heaven by what we do?   With a Spirit - given faith which enables us to t rust  in  Jesus is the only way to know that  forgi veness and eternal life are fully guaranteed.   Believe in Jesus and forgiveness and salvation  are yours!   Get into God’s wheel barrow.  We know He can do it through Jesus Christ.    



 EMBED Word.Document.8 \s [image: image11.emf]Words of Faith #92   For publication on March 8, 2006     The Journey through Lent     Last week we began the season of Lent with Ash Wednesday.  It is a solemn day within  the church year.  Many churches have a practice called the “ Imposition of A shes.”   Ashes, ge nerally made from the burnin g of Palm branches from the prev ious year’s Palm  Sunday remembrance,  are placed upon the forehead of  the worshippers.  This imposition  is a sign that the worshipper is repenting of his /her  sins and that by t he ashes he or she is   expressing  sorrow for their sin.     The Imposition  is a wonderful expression of sorrow for the things we have done for  which our Lord Jesus goes to the cross to suffer.  It is not a necessary act.  In other words,  a person can express sorrow for their sin w ithout the ashes.  By grace through faith in  Jesus, repentance is accepted by God with or without the ashes.  Yet the symbolism,  going back to the sackcloth and ashes of the Old Testament, is a very meaningful way to  begin the journey through Lent.     The Le nten season is a time to recall more clearly why Christ had to go to the cross for  us.  It was our sin for which He dies.  The season also becomes a time to focus on the  tremendous love of Christ for sinners.  He goes to the cross because He loves us and  w ants us forgiven so that we can have the fellowship which His Father gave us at creation  and we was lost by the sin of Adam and Eve.  The Father’s justice is satisfied in the  suffering and death of Jesus.  With God’s justice satisfied we can be righteous i n the sight  of God through a Spirit - given faith in Jesus.       Lent is a time of quite reflection in preparation for Good Friday where we witness the  ultimate sacrifice once again and it is a necessary preparation for Resurrection Sunday as  we celebrate God’ s stamp of approval on all which Jesus earns for us through His passion  and death.     Make the personal journey through Lent and you will be prepared for Good Friday and  Easter morning.  


Words of Faith 104 

 For publication July 19, 2006

What is love?

The standard Christian answer is “God is love.”  No argument.  From creation to the Fall to the promise of a Saviour from sin, we see God’s love.  But what is it that we see in the world today labeled as love which is not love at all?  One thing, among many, is permissiveness.

We have all been negatively influenced by what is labeled “political correctness.”  Not too long ago it was, “I’m OK and You’re OK.”  These are the same.  They go back to a form of situation ethics.  If you can find some good in an action it must be OK.  If you cause hurt out of love, (euthanasia) it must be OK, even good.  All these are forms of relativism, a thinking which claims there is no absolute.  Well, guess what?  With God there is an absolute.  There is a right and wrong.  There is no such thing as political correctness.  There is only His absolute Word of Authority, the Bible.  And our modern day permissiveness is contrary to His Word.

Permissiveness in all of its forms is a denial of God’s authority, a rejection of His right and wrong.  Look at parents today who put their stamp of approval on their children’s fornication when they live with someone outside of marriage.  The parents’ approval of their children breaking the Sixth Commandment is not love for their children, it is an attitude of permissiveness which clearly breaks God’s command and actually displays a hatred for their children.  Yes, hatred.  Their approval of the sins of their children only helps to damn them.  There is no love for erring children when parents put their stamp of approval on damnable activity.  (I Corinthians 6:9-10) 

This era of permissiveness and political correctness has invaded the thinking of the church to the point of destroying the authority of God’s Word and His perfect absolutes of right and wrong.  Sin seems right and God appears wrong.  Take that sin to the cross of Jesus.  Believe He died to pay for that sin.  Then change your thinking.  Live according to the absolutes of Scripture out of thankfulness for Him Who died to forgive you all your sins.
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Forgiveness, the Fifth Commandment, and the Fifth Petition of the Lord’s Prayer

If you want to endanger your faith and your eternal life, just refuse to forgive someone.  Along with the refusal to forgive is that nasty emotion called hatred.  Remember Jesus pulls no punches when it comes to anger and hatred.  He is not politically correct.  If you hate your brother you commit murder!  (Matthew 5:21-22)  You break the Fifth Commandment.  And murderers have not part in the kingdom of heaven.  ( I Corinthians 6:9-10)

And what do we pray each time we say the Lord’s Prayer?  “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.”  Forgive as we forgive, right?  Therefore, if we hold anger and hatred in our hearts towards another we are endangering our eternal life because only forgiven sinners can enter heaven.  And if we refuse to forgive and we ask God to treat us as we treat others, we are telling Him not to forgive us.  No forgiveness equals no heaven!

The old adage, “I don’t get mad I get even,” is a formula for damnation.  God has established forgiveness in Jesus.  Christians live under the forgiveness of Jesus.  His forgiveness covers us.  Without His forgiveness we are totally and completely lost. Possessing forgiveness compels us to forgive! To refuse to forgive is to refuse Christ’s cross-established forgiveness.  Not to forgive is to negate your faith in Jesus, negate the very faith, the only faith which can save you.

Forgiveness means, “Not to seek to get revenge.”  God does not seek revenge upon us because He already exacted all revenge out upon Jesus as He hung on the cross for us.  How is it that those who call themselves Christians constantly seek revenge and harbor hatred when they are to live covered by the forgiveness Christ suffered to establish for us?  Think about!  Not to forgive is to deny Jesus and all He stands for.  If you believe in Jesus all you can do is forgive.  To seek revenge, to harbor hatred for another, is pure hypocrisy.   By the power of the Holy Spirit, ask Jesus to help you forgive as you have been forgiven.
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Reviewing the essence of the Gospel

Gospel means, God Our Saviour Provides Eternal Life, G. O. S. P. E. L.  That is it in a nutshell.  God provides eternal life.  We don’t do it.  We don’t help.  God gives because He desires to give.  It is all God’s work.  We are the recipients of His great work and blessings through Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Whenever you have doctrine, teachings, which give man credit for any portion of their faith and/or their salvation, you have a false doctrine and you have taken away from the glory which only God deserves.  When man ceases to be anything other than the recipient of God’s grace and mercy, you have degraded the suffering and death of Jesus and have elevated man beyond the Scriptural condition of a poor, lost sinner.

The very essence and wonder of the Gospel is found in the truth of God’s action on our behalf without our help and without our involvement.  Within the context of the Gospel, we are the recipients of all which God would give us through Jesus Christ.  We do not initiate God’s action towards us.  We do not compel Him to act for us because of something we have done or that He sees we will do in the future.  His actions are independent of our actions when it comes to salvation.  He acts.  He sends Jesus.  Jesus suffers for us.  He sends the Holy Spirit to create saving faith in our hearts.  God gives and we receive.  That is the Gospel

Once the Gospel has entered our hearts and minds, we respond.  We live in thankfulness for Him Who died for us.  We live according to His commandments because we see how He has so freely and graciously forgiven us and saved us.  We work with Him after He has saved us.  That is how the Gospel works in the hearts and lives of people.  Thanks be to God He saves us.  Show your thanks by living in cooperation with Him Who saved you.
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God Our Saviour Provides Eternal Life   … Our Response?

Last time the essence of the Gospel was highlighted with only a brief reference to our response to the Gospel.  This time the focus is on our response to the Gospel.

God saves.  Jesus suffers and dies.  The Holy Spirit gives faith and brings us into the family of God.  Now what?  Actually the question, “Now what?” is the question every Christian SHOULD ask.  What do I do now that I am saved?  That is the inquiry of the soul who is convinced of salvation.  Now what do I do?  

Actually God answered that question even before it was ever asked in the Old Testament.  Look at Exodus 20.  There He reminds Israel that He saved them from slavery in Egypt.  Then He teaches them to say “Thank you,” by giving them the Commandments.  If God has given Israel the Commandments first and told them, “When you learn to keep them I will save you!” they would still be slaves in Egypt!  The same is true for us.  If we were saved by what we did, or by what we do, we would always remain enslaved to sin, death, and Satan’s power.  So, God saves us first.  Now, in thankfulness we respond to His cross-established salvation.

Our thankfulness for salvation is expressed in our cooperation with God.  We keep His Commandments BECAUSE we are saved, not in order to be saved.  We love Him BECAUSE  He first loved us.  We cherish what He commands BECAUSE He saved us.  The life of a Christian is a life of loving response to Him Who suffered and died for us.  If those who call themselves Christians do not function out of love and thankfulness for what God has done for them through the work and person of Jesus, God does not accept their work.  Only a thankful response to Jesus’ cross-established salvation praises the God Who has so graciously and wonderfully saved us.
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The Church … Is Plural

Have you ever looked at the various words and descriptions for believers and noticed that they are in the plural?  Believers are never to be off on their own.  Christian means to be involved with other Christians, other forgiven and redeemed sinners.  Christian never refers to someone off in their own little corner doing their own thing in some kind of a relationship with God.

St. Peter talks about the people (plural) of God.  St. Paul talks about the body of Christ and the various members as part of the whole who are to work together as the body of Christ.  The plural, members, make up the singular, the body of Christ. The people of Israel were considered the children (plural) of God.  All of the various descriptions of the Church are plural in one way or another.  What does that tell us?

It is not God’s desire for any one of His people to be off by themselves.  It is true you can believe in Jesus without belonging to a church.  It is equally true that believers are members of a church and believers attend worship, they go to Bible study, they work with other believers to get the work of the church accomplished.  It is God’s intention that His people work together and be together as the church.  It is not His desire that Christians practice some kind of faith in some kind of self-imposed vacuum.

To all those who say, “I can believe and go to heaven without belonging to a church,” this challenge is posed to you:  Where do you find in God’s Holy Word that it is His desire for you to be apart, isolated from the rest of His cross-established family?  Family is plural.  Church is plural.  Laity, the people of God, is plural.  The body of Christ is plural.  The kingdom is plural.  The church is plural.  If you have isolated yourself from your family, God’s people, it is time to turn that sin over to Jesus, repent, receive His cross-established forgiveness, and join a church which teaches Jesus as the only source of salvation.  Stop the sin of isolation.  Rejoice in the fellowship of the saints.
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Use vs. Abuse

God’s gifts to humanity are many and varied.  Each gift has its own blessing or blessings attached to it.  Each gift of God can be used for one’s own good, one’s own pleasure, and one’s own benefit.  At the same time, the blessings of God can be misused and abused, resulting in harm rather than good.  How one uses God’s gifts, how one looks at them is the key.  If the gift is misused and harm is done, does that mean God is to blame?  Of course not.  And it certainly does not mean that the gift is bad.

Take for example alcohol.  Alcohol is not evil.  God gave wine to gladden men’s hearts (Psalm 104:15).  Does that mean that God gave us an evil?  No.  It is the misuse of the gift, the abuse of the gift, the turning of the gift into a god through drunkenness which is evil.  But those sins come out of the heart of man, (Matthew 15:18-19) not from the gift of God.  Can a Christian enjoy alcohol?  Yes.  Can a Christian abuse it without consequence to faith and eternal life.  No!  St. Paul is clear that drunkards have no part in the kingdom of heaven.  It is the abuse which is the problem, not the alcohol itself.

Drugs and medicine are the same.  They are gifts of God through people who have begun to learn and comprehend the complexity of the human machinery God created.  As we learn to understand the intricate functions of this machine called the human body, we also learn how to alter and repair its functions, often through drugs.  Are the drugs sinful?  No.  The abuse of them when they are not needed is a sin because they hurt and even destroy the proper functioning of the gift of our bodies and our lives here.

The principle is simple.  Use the gifts of God, just do not abuse them.  Another principle is also important: Do not impose restrictions on the use of God’s gifts to humanity when God Himself has placed no restrictions on them.  In so doing, you can cause another to sin.   More on this next time … Read Romans 14 and I Corinthians 8.
Words of Faith 110 

 For publication October 11, 2006

Use vs. Abuse … The Misuse of Freedom
When Christians impose restrictions not found in the Bible upon other Christians and even other people, they are causing harm.  The principles are clearly seen in Romans 14 and I Corinthians 8.   Last time it was noted that there is no restriction against the use of alcohol in Scripture, only against the abuse of alcohol, namely drunkenness.  When Christians impose laws which go beyond Scripture, the faith of the weaker Christian is being endangered.  No Christian should endanger another this way.

At the same time, no Christian should misuse their freedom to the point of offending those with weaker faith.  Use alcohol again as the example.  If you are with a Christian who has decided that they do no wish to use alcohol, you actually sin if you try to impose the use of alcohol on another or even blatantly consume it in the face of the Christian who wishes to abstain and whose conscience is offended but such consumption.  Such misuse of Christian freedom is clearly described for us in I Corinthians 8.  But to impose restrictions on Christian freedom when God Himself does not impose restrictions is to cause another to sin.  There is rarely, if ever, a situation in which this is right.  Creating rules on God’s behalf is playing God and that breaks the First Commandment.

Within our current culture we have the great opportunity to explain to those outside the church that being a Christian does not result is a life which cannot be lived to the fullest.  Faith in Jesus and a correct understanding of God’s laws lead to freedom and the fullest appreciation of the life He has given to everyone.  God’s laws and directives exist to protect us from physical and spiritual harm and thus protected we enjoy His creation without hurting ourselves.  That is a freedom which cannot be obtained through man-made laws and restrictions based upon human opinions and the second guessing of God’s own directives.  Use His Word as the guideline.  Stay within His protective boundaries and you can enjoy all of His gifts to the absolute fullest.
�The New International Version, (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House) 1984.





