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On this last Sunday of the church year, it is traditional to hear Scripture readings about the last days 

of the world before the Lord's return. Some years, we hear our Lord warn of wars, rumors of wars, 

and other such signs. This year, however, our Lord (as He did last week) instructs us on what the 

Church is to do as the world falls apart around her: and once again, the task of the Church is to be 

faithful to her Lord.  

 

This is not an easy task! As Jesus Himself warns us, the end of the world will come unexpectedly in 

part because almost all people-in and out of the Church-will be blinded to the truth of God's Word, 

and thus will not see the end coming. Let us study this challenging text, so that we might be aware, 

see the dangers that confront us and rejoice in the goodness of our Lord. 

 

I. The Meaning of the Gospel Lesson 

 

As we turn to the Gospel lesson, then, we begin with this Good News: The Lord has established His 

covenant with you. He has made a promise that He will save all those who trust in His promised 

salvation. What is that promised salvation? St. Paul gives us a nice summary in the epistle for today 

(Col. 1:13-20): The Son of God, the Son of His love, the firstborn over all creation has redeemed us 

through His blood, dying on the cross in our place for the forgiveness of sins. The Savior is the 

firstborn from the dead, and now He pours out His grace and peace upon you by His Word and His 

Sacraments. This is God's covenant. He has promised that, because His Son has died to make peace 

through the blood of His cross, He will forgive our sins and grant us eternal life. "I will be your 

God," He declares, "and I have given My Son so that you can be my people." He's done all the work 

to bring us into His covenant, and so our salvation is sure. The only way that we cannot be saved is 

if we do something extremely foolish-turn away from the one true God and His gift of salvation, and 

turn to a-nother god that cannot save. That god could be an idol outside of us, or our own sinful 

desires; but the only way we cannot be saved is if we break from the covenant that God has so 

graciously brought us into by His sacrifice, and turn to a god other than the one true God instead. 

 

It is a testimony to the blindness of sin and the sinfulness of man that so many follow this one way to 

damnation and reject the Savior who has died for them. 

 

So that the people of God hear His Word and receive forgiveness also through the Sacraments, the 

Lord has established the Office of the Holy Ministry (Augsburg Confession, article V). The pastor is 

called by God to feed God's people with His Law and Gospel-to call them to repent of their sin and 

to announce that they are forgiven for the sake of Jesus. The pastor is no holier, no less sinful, than 

anyone else; the tasks of public preaching and administering the Sacraments are regularly his 

because he has been called by God to do these things. God's people are fed by His Word and 

Sacraments, and then they depart from worship and go about the different tasks that God has called 

them to do. 
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This is the basis for the parable that our Lord tells in the Gospel lesson for today. He likens the 

Church to His household, and Christians as servants of God. To make sure that His people are well-

fed with His forgiveness, He appoints the steward-the pastor-to feed His people with His Word and 

Sacraments. 

 

This is a great responsibility-the pastor is faithfully and wisely to feed the people; for if he is 

faithless, he will be held accountable by God. If he beats the people of God with Law and harangues 

them without declaring the forgiveness of the Gospel, he is an unfaithful steward. If he preaches the 

Law of God so that it appears to be something the people can keep and get their righteousness from, 

he misuses the Law of God and is an unworthy servant. If he preaches the Gospel and love of God 

but fails to warn the people of their sin, he fails to care for the people of God and is a foolish 

steward. If he neglects the pure preaching of the Word, or fails to point the people to the means of 

grace, he is a faithless servant.  

 

You see, if a pastor fails to prepare and feed the people of God with the forgiveness of sins, it 

betrays a greater faithlessness. It means either that he doesn't believe that God takes His own 

warnings of sin and death seriously, or that he doesn't believe the Master will return. The stakes are 

high, because the pastor is called to look out for the eternal well-being of those placed under his 

care. Therefore, if he is found to be unfaithful when the Lord returns, he will face a greater 

punishment than other unbelievers. 

 

This parable is preached by Jesus directly at the apostles, and the pastors who would continue their 

work-the apostolic ministry of proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus. However, this does not mean that 

there is no lesson here for the rest of the people of God. Implicit in this parable is Law for all 

Christians: Will congregations rejoice to be fed by the Word of God, or grow tired of that manna and 

wish for something else instead? Will they chafe at the Law and the message of their sinfulness, or 

will they faithfully confess that they are indeed sinful? Will they make diligent use of the means of 

grace, or wish that the church would do something else instead? Will they support pastors who 

attempt to be faithful in preaching the Word, hold them accountable if they fail to preach the truth, or 

pressure them to turn to a message other than sin and grace? 

 

The right answers are easy to say. However, Scripture warns us that the temptation is always strong 

to abandon the faith. 

 

The Old Testament lesson (Malachi 3:14-18) for today provides a vivid example. The Lord had 

made the same covenant with His people back then, promising that the Savior would come to deliver 

them from sin; in the meantime, He called them to hold fast to His commands, lest they turn away 

from Him and turn to other false gods that could not save. 

 

You know the tragic story of Israel in the Old Testament: Although they vowed to keep God's Law 

and be His people, they turned to false gods and idols and prophets with a message that couldn't 

save. As we look to apply this example to our modern day, Malachi 3 gives us an imperative look at 

some of the particulars of this departure from God, for the people reasoned,  

 

It is useless to serve God; what profit is it that we have kept His ordinance, And that we have walked 

as mourners before the LORD of hosts? So now we call the proud blessed, for those who do 

wickedness are raised up; They even tempt God and go free. (Mal. 3:14-15) 

 

Note the treacherous reasoning of the people-people who have sinned and refused to repent, and now 

blame God for their trouble! "It is useless to serve God," they reckon. We've followed His 
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commands as we've seen fit, and they haven't gotten us anywhere. We've walked as mourners before 

Him, acting like we're sorry and it hasn't done us a lick of good. Therefore, forget what the Lord has 

to say! Instead of His gloomy message of repentance from this depressing prophet Malachi, let's turn 

to that proud speaker over there-the one who seems to be successful and prosperous. Let's turn to the 

guys that God warns against, because they're doing well. And look! Even when they take on God 

and tempt Him, they're not punished for it. Let's follow them instead." 

 

And so those who were once the people of God turn away from Him and His certain Word, turning 

in favor to momentary success and prosperity-and openly defying Him by following the wicked. 

 

But note the response of the patient, faithful true God. He knows who remains faithful, and writes 

them in His book of remembrance. He will spare them because He will sacrifice His Son. Those who 

reject His covenant are not in the book of remembrance; on the Last Day, the Lord will say to them, 

"Depart from Me. I do not know you." 

 

II. Faithfulness Today 

Dear people of God, at this end of the church year, we could well be drawing near to the end of this 

world. Our Lord warns that such an end is preceded by wars, rumors of wars, earthquakes and other 

disasters. He warns that in the last days the number of false teachings and religions will multiply and 

pose great problems to the Church, leading many astray. Such things are certainly true of our present 

time. The Lord may wait a long time yet before He returns; but on the other hand, the end could be 

very near. We do not know. 

 

What we can be certain of today is that there are great challenges to the Church when it comes to 

faithfulness: We are constantly challenged to compromise the faith which God gives us in His Word. 

And what is all the more distressing, we are told that we should compromise the faith of Scripture 

for the sake of the Gospel! For instance: 

 

o We are told that Christians of any stripe are few enough in our world today, and this is true 

enough. However, we are then told that, for the sake of presenting a united front to the world, we 

should cease to emphasize the effectiveness of the Sacraments-we should downplay our Lord's 

presence in these means of grace because not all Christian churches believe in this. After all, even if 

we downplay these two means of grace, we still have the Word. 

 

o It is suggested in our present day that we should compromise our confession of Jesus in the short 

run for the sake of evangelism in the long run. It is considered acceptable by some to refer to Jesus 

merely as "a" son of God who stands side by side with the Muslim Allah and a host of other false 

gods; and it is apparently considered acceptable to do so to get our name out there, broadcast across 

the nation, so that in theory we can preach Jesus to those who respond. 

 

o There is criticism of liturgical churches for remaining liturgical and not moving on to novel 

worship forms; and this criticism is based on the argument that liturgical worship prevents 

evangelism of the visitor. Actually, recent surveys reveal that church visitors highly favor traditional, 

liturgical worship at churches over more contemporary styles; but that is not why we remain 

faithfully with the worship forms we use. We continue with these liturgical services because they 

richly proclaim the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ; too often, other worship forms fail to do so. 

 

In all three of these examples, why are we told to change? For the sake of the Gospel! Downplay 

Baptism and Holy Communion so that we can unite with other churches in proclaiming Jesus! Call 

Jesus "a son" of God for now so that we can get a wider viewing audience! Turn to other forms of 
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worship to proclaim the Gospel to modern ears! 

 

Such challenges may sound trivial to our ears-with all of the terror and disaster in our world today, 

why worry about such things? We worry about such things because little changes here and there 

inevitably lead to big problems later on. 

 

Over a hundred years ago, a man named Charles Porterfield Krauth wrote a few short, penetrating 

paragraphs on the devil's proven strategy for moving a church away from the Gospel: 

 

When error is admitted into the Church, it will be found that the stages of its progress are always 

three. 

 

"[Error] begins by asking toleration. Its friends say to the majority: You need not be afraid of us; we 

are few, and weak; only let us alone; we shall not disturb the faith of others. The Church has her 

standards of doctrine; of course we shall never interfere with them; we only ask for ourselves to be 

spared interference with our private opinions. 

 

"Indulged in this for a time, error goes on to assert equal rights. Truth and error are two balancing 

forces. The Church shall do nothing which looks like deciding between them; that would be 

partiality. It is bigotry to assert any superior right for the truth. We are to agree to differ, and any 

favoring of the truth, because it is truth, is partisanship." Krauth goes on to note that when this takes 

place, what friends of truth and error can agree on is determined to be essential truth; what they can't 

agree on is determined to be non-essential. He adds that anybody who objects to the toleration of 

error is labeled "a disturber of the peace of the Church. Truth and error are two co-ordinate powers, 

and the great secret of church-statesmanship is to preserve the balance between them.  

 

"From this point error soon goes on to its natural end, which is to assert supremacy. Truth started 

with tolerating; it comes to be merely tolerated, and then only for a time. Error claims a preference 

for its judgments on all disputed points. It puts men into positions, not as at first in spite of their 

departure from the Church's faith, but in consequence of it. Their recommendation is that they 

repudiate the faith, and position is given them to teach others to repudiate it, and to make them 

skilful in combating it." 

 

Despite Krauth's incisive warning, his church turned away from the Word and the Gospel. We do 

well to heed his 130-year-old words today. 

 

You see, when a church downplays two means of grace, it will have no choice but to misapply the 

third. God's Word often teaches His gracious presence in Holy Baptism and Holy Communion; to 

remove this foundational doctrine from Scripture does harm to the Word and begins to change the 

message away from the grace of God. When a church downplays the means of grace, it will 

eventually preach salvation-at least in part-by human effort. It will have no other way to go. 

 

When a church puts faith in a son of God rather than the Son of God, it is suggesting that there are 

other sons of God who can save. It is robbing Christ of His singular identity as Savior and telling the 

world that other religions offer salvation. This does not promote the Gospel-it obscures it. That genie 

does not willingly go back in the bottle; and a church that declares "We said Jesus is 'a' son but really 

mean He is the Son" looks no more trustworthy than a bait-and-switch salesman. 

 

When a church abandons traditional, liturgical worship forms in favor of something else, whether 

intended or not there is the implicit suggestion that the liturgy is deficient and that the Church has 
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been worshiping in an inferior way for the past 2000 years. As said before, we make faithful use of 

the liturgy because it clearly proclaims the Son of God who has died for our sins and continually 

focuses us on the Lord's great blessings for us. It points us to the Gospel. Far too often, other 

worship styles put the focus on something else instead. 

 

Why does all of this matter? Because the Master of the house is coming back: The Christ who has 

made peace for us through the blood of His cross is coming to judge all people on the Last Day. We 

await that day, whether we are still alive when he returns or not; and we remember the words of St. 

Augustine, that the Christian's death is his Last Day. In preparation for that day, God grant us 

faithfulness to His truth! If the Lord tarries, on your deathbed you do not want the haphazard 

comfort of a son of God who might be present in His means of grace for the forgiveness of sins. No, 

when faced with death, you want to hear that THE Son of God is present in His means of grace, and 

that every Sunday-without fail!-you have heard Him declare to you, "I forgive YOU all of your 

sins." That is the comfort, the hope and the confidence that will guard you even through death; 

because that is the Gospel which gives you eternal life. 

 

It is the Gospel which gives you eternal life: That is why we remain faithful to our Lord and the gifts 

He has entrusted to us. Only the crucified and risen Christ can give you forgiveness, faith and eternal 

life; nothing else saves. The devil will do his best to make remaining faithful seem a burdensome, 

unnecessary drudgery; but then again, the devil is a liar who seeks to destroy you. No, dear friends, 

we cling to the Good News of Christ the King who has died for us and risen again, for that is our 

salvation. He alone is the One who declares to you that you are forgiven for all of your sins in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


