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In the + Name of Jesus

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior

Jesus Christ.

The  natural,  sinful  man  does  not  readily  receive  the  things  of  God.   He  does  not

comprehend the message of a Lord who suffers, bleeds, and dies like a common criminal

—hanging naked from a wooden stake in the ground outside the city walls.   To the

sinner, such a God is weakness, and the notion that such a death has lasting meaning is

pure idiocy.  To him, the Gospel itself is utter foolishness.

My god is great, says the sinful heart.  My god is he who is all powerful and yet would

never punish me for anything.  He is love when I want him to be love—he is hate when I

want him to be hate.  The god of reprobate humanity is man’s own belly.  Man creates

god in his own image to suit his own needs.

Christians also, because their flesh, their Old Adam, still clings to them, attempt to put

Christ Jesus in a box that suits their own desires.  He is confessed as Lord and Redeemer

and then relegated to a moral example.  Or he is the Savior who forgives sin, but who is

ignored when he declares,  if you love me, keep my commandments.  He is either the

righteous yet merciless Judge who is eager to condemn, or he is our buddy who is more

concerned with good intentions than the impurity of our hearts and deeds.

In our heart of hearts, we want the Jesus who is the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.

We want the God who is an awesome God, who will triumph over those who hate us and

give us our every whim.  He is the God to whom we render thanks and unending praise

in times of joy, but whom we question and even curse in times of pain and sorrow.  We

petition him in prayer and neglect to include that most vital element—not my will, but

thine be done, O Lord!  We live in total defiance of his commandments, but attempt to

make ourselves look better by pointing out the public sins of others.

We make Jesus either Lord or Savior, not both / and.  But before Jesus could be the

whip-wielding teacher who cast the moneychangers from the temple, he had to be the
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child who obeyed his parents.  Before he could be the Incarnate God who healed the sick

and raised the dead,  he was  the God in diapers,  an utterly helpless and defenseless

infant.

The natural man does not readily receive the things of God.  He does not hear divine

revelation and concur that it is reasonable and therefore deserving of consideration.  He

hears it and does not comprehend.  His heart is so blackened and marred by sin that only

God himself can change it, and he does so through his own means and purpose.

Not even the disciples of Jesus were able to receive the news of God’s Kingdom.  They

heard the heart and core of the Gospel—Jesus’ death and resurrection—and they were

even afraid to inquire as to the meaning.  Does it not seem a little strange that Jesus

speaks of his impending betrayal, death, and resurrection, and his disciples have no idea

what  he  is  talking  about—and  are  even  afraid  to  ask  him?   How  could  they  not

comprehend what must come to pass for the Son of Man?  Surely they, of all people,

could put two and two together!  They surely were familiar with the words of Jeremiah

from our Old Testament reading of the lamb being led to the slaughter—and they most

certainly could have connected that with John the Baptist pointing to Jesus and saying

behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!

No, like the rest of the Jews, the Jesus whom the disciples desired was the one who

would defeat their Roman oppressors.  Even Peter, James, and John did not comprehend

what must happen, and they had the privilege of witnessing the Transfiguration in the

presence of Moses and Elijah.  They could only imagine with horror a betrayal of Jesus

into the hands of men.  Peter swore that he would sooner die than deny his Lord, but we

all know what happened.  And they all swore that they would never let such things

occur.  They did not want to deal with what Jesus was telling them, and they did not

even want to ask.

Like so many today, the disciples didn’t quite absorb Jesus’ teaching that his kingdom is

not of this world.  He had not come to establish an earthly kingdom or theocracy.  And

he needed private time with his disciples to teach them these important things.  You see,

our text for this day in Mark 9 is not a mundane repetition of what everyone already

knew.  Jesus speaks of his betrayal, which came at the hand of Judas, and his crucifixion

at the hand of the Romans, and his disciples were literally scandalized beyond belief!

God tests the faith of his people.  Part of that testing is withholding knowledge of certain

things.  He withheld from the disciples a clear comprehension of Jesus’ betrayal and

death to test them, and for the purpose of revealing it to them directly.  He withholds no

such knowledge from us, for from our infancy we have been taught the Scriptures and

the meaning of Jesus’ death.  And yet, we need to hear that message continually because
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it is not what is written on our hearts.

The Lord tests the faith of his people in many and various ways, but in so doing, he

draws them to himself under the shadow of his wings.  His ways are not our ways, and

his thoughts are not our thoughts, and there are still secret things that belong to him and

not to us.  At the time, it was not for the disciples to know about the events that would

come to pass, and the Lord tested them in their period of instruction until he, according

to his own time and in his own way, revealed the hard, cold truth to them.  And it was

indeed a test for them to finally comprehend that their Lord must be delivered into the

hands of men and die.

You will receive tests from the Lord during your earthly pilgrimage.  And there will be

times that you question what he is doing.  Why are things turning out for me this way?

Why didn’t I get the scholarship I expected?  Why is my health the way it is?  Why

doesn’t  my worship and prayer life make me feel  a  certain way?  Why doesn’t  my

witness to other always make believers out of them?

In such times of uncertainty and trial, you must look to what God has promised and not

dwell upon that which he has not.  For he has already promised you and his baptized

child that he works all things for your benefit and for your eternal good.  He promises

you that he will always be there to comfort you in distress and be your oasis in the

wilderness of this fallen, sinful, dangerous world.  And yet he does these things only in

the ways he has ordained—through his life-giving Word and Sacraments.

He  does  not  promise  you  an  immediate  and  spontaneous  pick-me-up  when  you’re

feeling blue, but he says in his Word that he is your Rock and your Fortress in all times

and trials.  He doesn’t promise that you’ll never feel alone or forsaken, but he reveals to

you that he in fact will never leave you or forsake you.  For it was Jesus who was truly

forsaken on your behalf, suffering the torments of hell and separation from God, even

though he lived the perfect, sinless life.

God does not promise you a robust checking account, immunity from bodily infirmity,

or worldly happiness without sorrow—but he does promise to provide for your needs, he

promises you strength in the midst of your weakness, and joy above all tribulations.

And he does this through his Word and Sacrament—through these he delivers his saving

grace to you and feeds your faith unto everlasting life.

God  also  does  not  promise  you  a  sinless  life  even  though  that  is  exactly  what  he

demands of you.  He expects flawless perfection in your keeping of the Law, but then

says that the Law will never save you.  But he is also faithful and just, and he promises
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to forgive you all of your sins and cleanse you from all unrighteousness through the

means he has chosen—through the cleansing waters of your Baptism, in the word of

Absolution, and in his body and blood in the bread and wine of the Supper.  Come what

may in your earthly life, your Lord Jesus is always here to receive your confession and

grant you his forgiveness.

Your Old Adam will question and deny this at times.  In your desire for a prosperous,

healthy life, you will continue to expect things from the Lord that he hasn’t promised.

You will also take his gifts for granted and look beyond them for peace and comfort.

You will look for strength in the size or financial security of your church.  You will seek

consolation in the personalities of the people and pastor.  But in so doing, you will be

propping yourself up for disappointment.  God does not promise you sinless brothers

and sisters, or even a sinless pastor for that matter.  But hopefully you will truly hear the

call to repentance and confess your own sin to God, that the log may be removed from

your eye.

Seek the Lord where he has promised to be found.  This won’t any easier for you than it

was  for  the  disciples  to  learn  what  must  happen to  their  Lord  and teacher,  but  his

promises are the same and he does not falter in keeping them.  Receive his gifts and be

continually fed by them, for your Lord is there to give you rest from the burden of your

sin and to strengthen you in his love and mercy for the sake of your Lord Jesus Christ,

who on account of his betrayal, death, and resurrection forgives you all of your sins in

the + Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

The Peace of God…  
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