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Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Transfiguration of the Lord Jesus Christ serves as a watershed event in the life of
our Lord. It marks the end of our Lord’s almost three-year Galilean ministry of
preaching, teaching, and healing. It marks the beginning of His final journey to
Jerusalem to complete His work of redeeming His beloved Church. The glory
revealed on the Mount of the Transfiguration must be understood in the light of the
glory of Mount Calvary and the empty tomb of Easter morning. Severed from Good
Friday and Easter, Transfiguration becomes a hindrance and stumbling block to true
Christian faith and piety. Seen through the framework of our Lord’s death and
resurrection, the Transfiguration provides a preview of our own glorious inheritance
in the resurrection of the Last Day. So there you have it….a three point outline for this
sermon!
1. Transfiguration must be understood in light of our Lord’s death and resurrection,
2. Any teaching about our Lord’s Transfiguration without Good Friday and Easter
becomes a stumbling block to true Christian faith which must be corrected,
3. Our Lord’s Transfiguration is a picture of our redemption on the Last Day.
First, the Transfiguration of Our Lord must be understood in light of our Lord’s death
and resurrection. At first glance, this statement may seem counterintuitive. What does
the agony and horror of Calvary have to do with the majesty of Transfiguration? Well,
everything. Matthew makes this connection at the very beginning of today’s gospel
text, “And after six days…” (vs. 1). That time reference draws our attention to the
previous events recorded in Matthew 16; this chapter sets the immediate context of
the Transfiguration.
After asking His disciples about what the crowds were saying about Him, Jesus
directly asked the disciples who He is. In response, Peter made His great confession,
“You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” Jesus affirmed this confession and
even states that His Church will be built upon that great confession.
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Jesus is the Christ of God. But He is a particular kind of Christ. Matt. 16:21 gives
clarification, “From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to
Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priest and scribes, and be
killed, and on the third day be raised.” And there it is! Jesus announces that He make
His way to Jerusalem to die and rise again. And as if this weren’t enough to make the
point crystal clear that God’s Christ would die and rise again, Jesus says that His
disciples, if they are to be His disciples, must follow the same path! Listen to our
Lord’s description of our discipleship which began in our baptism and connections to
this very moment. Vs. 24–25, Jesus said:
“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and
follow me. 25For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life
for my sake will find it.
24

To follow Jesus means to follow Jesus the crucified and resurrected Lord of glory.
And to follow Him as crucified and resurrected sinners who throw all worldly
advancement to the refuse of time and seek the glory of world to come. Good Friday
and Easter must be universally superimposed upon everything: Jesus’ birth,
Transfiguration, His return; all of human history, your life and family and all that you
hold dear. Jesus’ death and resurrection is the interpretive key to all things. And dear
saints, I mean this in all earnestness. This is no hyperbole invoked for rhetorical
effect. The crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus is THE event by which all events,
past, present, and future, by which all of heaven and earth find their true meaning.
We are now prepared for this sermon’s second point: Any teaching about our Lord’s
Transfiguration without Good Friday and Easter becomes a stumbling block to true
Christian faith which must be corrected. We see this stumbling block twice in the
apostle Peter. First, when Jesus told His disciples that He must suffer, die, and rise
again (Matt. 16:21), Peter responded with well-meaning but absolute defiance. “Far be
from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you.” To which our Lord answers with
righteous indignation, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For you are
not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.” (Matt. 16:22–
23). God’s Christ must die and rise again. Any other course of action is demonic.
Peter will make a similar mistake just six days later (19:1). Upon seeing Jesus
Transfigured in divine glory and seeing the presence of Moses and Elijah in heavenly
splendor, Peter offers to construct three tabernacles. “Lord, it is good that we are here.
(That’s a true statement but Peter doesn’t yet know what makes it good!) If you wish,
I will make three tents here, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah” (vs. 4).
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This offer is so outrageous, from a divine point of view, that God the Father interrupts
Peter. I’m not kidding. It’s as if our heavenly Father said, “I’ve heard enough
foolishness.” And then He stops the folly. Look at vs. 5, “He (i.e., Peter) was still
speaking when, behold, a bright cloud overshadowed them, and a voice from the
cloud said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.’”
Peter’s offer to make tents for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah is wrongheaded on at least two
accounts. First, it places Jesus on an equal standing with Moses and Elijah. Perish the
thought. Moses and Elijah were mighty men of God. But only Jesus is the incarnate
Son of God the Father. Moses and Elijah both witnessed to the salvation promised by
God. Moses was the great deliverer from Egyptian bondage. To him and all Israel God
gave adoption, glory, the covenants, the law, divine worship, and promises (c.p. Rom.
9:4). Through Elijah, God worked deliverance from the false worship of Baal. Both
men died in unique ways. God Himself buried Moses in an unknown grave in the land
of Moab (Deut. 34). Elijah was carried into heaven on whirlwind accompanied by
chariots of fire (II Kings 2). But their lives and deaths did not work any redemption
for mankind. Those godly men did not and could not die for the sins of the world.
Only Jesus, the beloved Son of the Father, can do that. To put Jesus on the same plane
of significance with Moses and Elijah is…well, demonic.
Peter’s offer to make tents suggests another error in his thinking. Peter wanted Jesus
to stay on the Mount of Transfiguration. Peter is again suggesting a course of action
that avoids Jerusalem, the suffering and scorn of Golgotha’s cross, and empty tomb of
the garden. Divine glory can be obtained without a blood-bought redemption. This is
demonic in the truest sense.
Saints of God, there is much preaching and teaching taking place in our wider society
that seeks the eliminate or, at least, downplay the blood atonement Jesus
accomplished on our behalf. The results are a bloodless cross, a meaningless
resurrection, and a Christian discipleship without any forgiveness of sins, lives and
consciences without divine peace and healing, and the loss of the absolute assurance
of a glorious inheritance in the world to come. The NT picture of Christian believers
is that they are forgiven saints washed in the blood of the Jesus. Ethics and morality
have their rightful place in our daily Christian vocations as family members, workers,
and citizens. But the heart and core of our lives is that we forgiven and justified
sinners because of Christ’s death and resurrection. His cross and empty tomb are THE
interpretive events that describe and give meaning to our lives. Our eternal future is
secure, not because Jesus was Transfigured, but because of what His Transfiguration
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signaled: Jesus is God’s beloved Son who fulfilled the Law and the Prophet (Moses
and Elijah) and died in our place for our life and salvation. Our present and eternal
hope is established exclusively on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
And that brings us to our last point: Our Lord’s Transfiguration is a picture of our
redemption on the Last Day. Peter, James, and John saw the heavenly glory of Jesus
and of Moses and Elijah. As Jesus, Moses, and Elijah were seen on that day, so shall
we be. God’s glorified saints will know each other by name even as the three disciples
knew Moses and Elijah. The sorrow, sickness, and slow decline of strength and
vitality so characteristic of life in this age will be wiped away. The curse of sin and
death will be finally and completely vanquished when Jesus returns on the Last Day.
And we shall be like Jesus as He was in His own resurrection. That is what the apostle
John wrote in I Peter 3:2:
Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared;
but we know that when he (i.e., Jesus) appears we shall be like him, because we
shall see him as he is.
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There is much that we do not know about the glory of the Last Day. But this we know.
We shall be physically, bodily resurrected after the likeness of Christ resurrection. We
shall not lose our identity. Rather, it will be fulfilled and perfected. We shall be our
true selves. And we shall live as God’s saints in the harmony and beauty of His new
heavens and new earth. We will not be disembodied souls floating around in a
spiritual realm lacking physical substance. Quite the opposite! In the new creation
(i.e., Rev. 21), there will be feasting, eating and drinking, singing and rejoicing (i.e.,
Isaiah 25; Rev. 19). Revelation 5:10 says that God has made us believers into a
kingdom of kings and priests who will reign on the earth. The Transfiguration of Our
Lord provides us a brief but most encouraging glimpse into our future reward. What
glory awaits us on the Last Day.
I have sketched out three points. But they really all boil down to one thing: Jesus is
the beloved Son of the Father who has redeemed us by His life, death, and
resurrection unto a living hope in the present and glorious future in the world to come.
May this hope grant you strength and courage for all eternity.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Septuagesima
February 9, 2020
Text: Matthew 20:1–16
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Bible has a good deal to say about justice, which is the application of objective
standards of right and wrong to everyone in all circumstances. We Christians have
always believed that standards of justice ultimately find their source in God Himself.
He is the God of truth, justice, and righteousness. This is a most important point that
we consider today, especially in light of the parable from Matthew 20, which we will
consider more deeply in a few moments. God Himself is the source of all justice for
He is the standard of righteousness against all actions, thoughts, words, and intentions
are measured.
In Proverbs 29:26, King Solomon wrote, “Many seek the face of a ruler, but it is from
the Lord that a man gets justice.” While we pray for political rulers and others
invested with authority, we know that justice ultimately comes from God Himself.
Lest we think this only an OT theme or even a teaching that only has implications for
this world, consider that the redeemed of the Lord, those who had overcome the
satanic beast by the blood of Jesus, are singing about God’s justice. Revelation 15:3,
“And they sing the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb,
saying, ‘Great and amazing are your deeds, O Lord God the Almighty! Just and true
are your ways, O King of the nations!’” The heavenly saints are signing about the just
and true actions of God which He exercises in this world! For He is the King of the
nations and He rules with justice and equity.
God acts justly, always. It is here that we need to make some very clear distinctions.
For when we read the parable of Matthew 20 we are likely to conclude that God acts
unjustly. How is just that the workers in the parable who only worked one hour are
paid the same as those who worked a full 12 hours? It seems unjust. Or as our kids
and grandkids would say, “That’s unfair.”
Let’s consider the parable in more detail. Jesus said, “The kingdom of heaven is like a
master of a house who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard”
(vs. 1). The master represents God. He seeks out laborers to work in the vineyard
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during the harvest. Don’t overlook the fact that the master is the one doing the seeking
and hiring; the workers don’t go knocking on His door looking for him! At any rate,
the master goes out to the marketplace and hires laborers early in the morning with the
agreement that they will receive a full day’s wage. If you like concreate numbers, you
can think 12 hours of work at $10/hour. In this illustration, a denarius would be worth
$120.
In the parable, the master of the house goes out to the marketplace at various times in
the day to hire more laborers. He hires workers at the 3rd, 6th, and 9th hours, times
roughly equivalent to 9 am, noon, and 3 pm. But with this group, there is no
agreement made, just a promise (vs. 4), “You go in the vineyard too, and whatever is
right I will give you.” Notice that the vineyard owner – who represents God –
promises to give what is right, that is, what is just. Those workers go into the vineyard
to work under the umbrella of the owner’s sense of justice.
Now the final group. The vineyard owner goes out again at the 11th hour, roughly 5
p.m.; not a single hour will be waster as the work must be done. Sure enough he finds
more worker standing around. “Why do you stand here idle all day?” They answer,
“No one has hired us.” The owner says, “You go into the vineyard too.” No promises;
just a call to the vineyard. Are they the lazy, rabble-rousers that nobody else wanted to
hire? Maybe the tax collectors and sinners so prominent in the gospels?
Things get really interesting in vs. 8. The foreman gathers the workers together in
order to give them their wages. But the owner wants them paid in a particular order.
Those hired last are paid first. That’s seems a bit odd. And then comes the shocker.
The workers who labored but one hour are paid a single denarius (vs. 9). That’s the
amount of money the owner agreed to pay the workers hired early in the morning.
Wow! A full day’s wage for one hour of work!! $120 for an hour’s work!
Now the other workers step forward for their pay. Surely, they will be paid more than
those who worked only one hour. That only seems just even though the vineyard
owner promised to give them whatever is right (vs. 4). We know the first group
thought this way. Vs. 10, “Now when those hired first came, they thought they would
receive more, but each of them also received a denarius.” The master pays those who
worked 12 hours the same as he paid those who worked but 1 hour, 1 denarius ($120).
The parable doesn’t tell us what the foreman paid the other groups; the implication is
that they received a denarius as well. Regardless of the time or quality of work, all are
paid the same. Does any of this sound just?
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This is a parable about God’s kingdom. The justice of God’s kingdom, that which is
right, is grace, mercy, and generosity rather than merit and good works. God the Holy
Trinity desires to be merciful and gracious to us. His divine justice is being satisfied
and always will be. But the fulfilment will come, not from us human beings, but from
Someone else.
Listen to the master’s response to the complaint of the first group, “Friend, I am doing
you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you
and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do
what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?” (vs. 13–
15).
Do we wish to grumble at God’s generosity? Complain about His grace? Dare we be
like the Israelites of old who grumbled at God’s salvation? Or even as the first group
of workers who expected more. Even though the vineyard owner gave them His grace,
they were commanded to go, to leave the vineyard, because they would not rejoice in
His generosity shown to those who came after them. It’s quite tempting for us
Christians, especially the longer we live, to start keeping a list of all the things we
have done for God and His Church. All of those good works are precious in God’s
sight and have served your neighbor in love. But if we make them the foundation for
our standing before God…perish the thought. Repent and turn away from all such
unjust thinking. For our works, tainted by original and actual sin, are only made just
and good in God’s sight because they have been cleansed by the precious blood of
Jesus.
The fact of the matter, dear saints of God, is that none of us deserve to be workers in
God’s kingdom. Our heavenly Father calls us into His Church as a sheer act of grace.
We love Him because He first loved us (I John 4:19). What we deserve from God,
according to His strict judgment, is His fierce wrath and judgment. Psalm 143:3 and
Romans 3:10 teach us our desperate situation, “They have all turned aside; together
they have become corrupt; there is none who does good, not even one.” Seek the
justice of God’s grace and generosity. The same grace that gives forgiveness and
eternal sonship to the life-long Christian and to the late-in-life Christian and
everybody in between. The salvation promised to our oldest life-long Christian is the
same as that promised to the youngest baby/child baptized but months ago. Rejoice in
this generous grace!
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The price of our salvation – the denarius in the parable – is the precious blood of Jesus
shed on the cross to satisfy God’s just wrath against our sin. I mentioned earlier that
God’s justice is being and will also be fulfilled. God the Father chose to give that
which is good and generous: His only begotten Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. His perfect
life of righteous obedience and steadfast love for His Father and for this fallen world
as well as His innocent, suffering, and death are the foundation for our salvation. That
is the justice of God’s salvation: the justice of grace! Our work in the kingdom,
whether long or short, does not earn the denarius of salvation. That comes from Jesus
alone who died for you, who lived righteously that you might be righteous, who
graciously and completely earned salvation for us.
What Christ’s atonement means is that our entire life of faith is one of receiving and
living in God’s grace and favor. All Christian faith and devotion flows from this
atoning sacrifice of Jesus which is God’s justice fulfilled for our salvation. Our desire
to keep the 10 commandments, our willingness to live righteously, to serve graciously
our neighbor, to suffer patiently, and to die faithfully comes from the unmerited grace
given to us in Christ Jesus our Lord. Live in God’s favor. Receive His generosity. And
rejoice when others receive it too.
Our God is always just. And He is always generous. By pure grace, without any merit
or worthiness in us, the Father created us in His divine image. By pure grace and
generous love, He redeems us from the just punishment of our sins by the precious,
divine blood of Jesus. By pure grace, He sanctifies us unto eternal life through the
magnanimous gift of the Holy Spirit. Rejoice and boast in God’s grace, His precious
love, and abounding generosity. You are more precious to Him than all of heaven and
earth. Stay in the Father’s vineyard. Live in the grace of Jesus for He is the fulfilment
of God’s justice. Be at peace with God and one another for the Holy Spirit is with you
and in you.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Sexagesima
February 16, 2020
Text: Luke 8:4–15
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

In Luke 7, the chapter before today’s gospel text, Jesus performed a number of notable
works. He healed a centurion’s servant from a distance by merely speaking His word of
healing. He raised the widow’s son at Nain from the dead. And finally, and most
notably, Jesus forgave a sinful woman. He told that woman, “Your faith has saved you;
go in peace.” The Pharisees took great exception to Jesus claiming to have the authority
to forgive sin.
Jesus heals and forgives by the power, grace, and mercy of His Word. Conversely,
Jesus’ word brings about scoffing, rejection, and unbelief. The parable of the sower is a
beautiful picture of how Jesus establishes and blesses His Church.
Hear the parable again, Jesus said, “A sower went out to sow his seed. And as he
sowed, some fell along the path and was trampled underfoot, and the birds of the air
devoured it. And some fell on the rock, and as it grew up, it withered away, because it
had no moisture. And some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up with it and
choked it. And some fell into good soil and grew and yielded a hundredfold” (Luke
8:5–8).
The parable begins with a sower planting seed as 1st century farmer did; broadcasting
the seed generously. Wherever the seed falls that’s where it will grow; this is quite
different from our modern techniques using automated planters that place a seed in a
particular spot.
But not in God’s kingdom. The seed of God’s saving word is sown to the four corners
of the earth will little regard for where it will land. Jesus preaches to the crowds. Some
will hear and believe. Many will not. No matter. The seed is cast all the same. We
should never concern ourselves with wondering if a particular person should hear about
Jesus. Yes! Cast the seed. Be generous and free with God’s Word; the Holy Spirit will
bless it as He sees fit.
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The sower sows the seed. Some of the “seed fell along the path” (vs.5). This represents
the person who hears the preaching of God’s kingdom but doesn’t understand what is
preached and the devil snatches it away. This person doesn’t seem interested in seeking
to understand the mysteries of God revealed in Christ through the Word. While the
teachings of the Bible are clear and can be understood, patience is required. But this
person isn’t interested in hearing God’s Word with patience. And so the devil snatches
the seed away. Jesus warned us that when this happens, the devil snatches away God’s
Word “so that they may not believe and be saved” (vs. 12).
Because of our sinful natures, it’s quite easy for us to despise the reading, preaching
and teaching of God’s Word. It’s the same old preaching about the cross and
resurrection that we’ve heard before. The angels and saints in heaven don’t seem to
mind singing the heavenly liturgy around the Lamb’s throne day and night throughout
eternity but we become dissatisfied with it here. Slowly, our hearing of God’s Word
becomes distracted. And the devil seeks to snatch it from our hearts through our sin and
unbelief. Come to weekly worship and to your daily home devotions with a humble
heart seeking to know the truths of God’s Word with a sincere and humble heart made
ready by the grace of the Holy Spirit.
As the sower sowed the seed “some fell on the rock, and as it grew up, it withered
away, because it had no moisture” (vs. 6). Here, the seed takes root and grows quickly.
Things are looking great, but the soil is pretty thin. It can’t sustain any lasting growth
especially when the heat of summer begins to beat down with unrelenting force and
determination.
The person represented here receives the Word of Christ’s kingdom eagerly and with
much joy. As long as things go well, this Christian looks mature and healthy. But “in
the time of testing they fall away” (vs. 13). The life that seemed to be so vibrant droops
and sags under the heart of affliction and testing.
What’s most interesting about this part of the parable is that any farmer knows the plant
needs the sun in order to grow. In other words, the Christian needs afflictions and
testing in order to grow and be fruitful. The very thing we seek to avoid – trials, tests,
seasons of spiritual struggle – are the very things we need. But we need depth. That is,
we need the Holy Spirit to dig up the rocks of sin, pride, unbelief, etc. that produce a
hardened heart. The Christian’s life is one of constant, patient repentance and faith
produced by a sustained hearing of God’s Word. Submitting oneself to the discipline of
hearing God’s Word can be most uncomfortable. And afflictions will arise from within
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and from without as we live by God’s holy and precious Word. But the Holy Spirit will
use those afflictions to make the roots of faith grow all the more deeply. Be encouraged
and strengthened, dear saints, when facing affliction. God the Holy Spirit is at work in
your life. Rejoice and be glad. Receive His love and care.
The sower sowed seed that “fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up with it and
choked it” (vs. 7). The believer hears the Word of the kingdom and there is real growth
in the fear and knowledge of God. But the weeds also grew up with and near the plant.
Those weeds, according to Jesus, represent “the cares and riches and pleasures of life”
which choke the plant so that the “fruit does not mature” (vs. 14).
Again, this might seem strange to us. Who doesn’t want the riches and pleasures of this
life? Don’t we want good food, healthy lives, happy homes, meaningful work, etc.?
Absolutely. But God’s Word teaches us that these things are gift from God that should
be received with thanksgiving and joy. But they must never, never become the main
thing, as if, the gifts are more important than the giver of the gifts. When we confuse
our priorities and seek the gifts more than the giver of the gifts, those very gifts begin
to rob us the most important and lasting things.
How many times have I heard (and yes, even thought myself!) that young people need
to establish their careers before getting married and having children. They need to be
able to afford having a spouse and children before having them. How different this is
from the Biblical world view. There is no biblical command that states how soon
people should marry and have children. But the Bible calls marriage and family a
blessing of the Lord and a rich heritage. Marriage is described as being an earthly
picture of Christ’s love to the His bride, the Church. Money and earthly wealth never
receive such praise from God; they are never mentioned that way in the Bible.
Even we Christians, who have the clear Word of God teaching us to seek first the
kingdom of God and His righteousness, fall into the habit and seeking careers and
families first before God’s kingdom. Those are the words of Jesus from the Sermon on
the Mount (Matt. 6:33). Do we ever say no to some earthly pleasure in order to come to
church? Or to remain faithful in your reading of God’s Word and prayer in your day to
day life? Isn’t it so easy to allow the care of this life and seeking after the things of this
life to dictate how, when, and where we will seek God’s kingdom? This is not how it
should be for us Christians. By the grace of the Holy Spirit, seek to pull the weeds of
worldly cares that stunt your growth in Christian maturity.
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The sower sowed see that “fell into good soil and grew and yielded a hundredfold” (Vs.
8). This is the kind of hearing we ask our heavenly Father to give us. The Word of God
is preached, the sacraments are administered and they are believed and understood. The
Word goes into the ear and straight to the heart. Faith is not only created, which also
happened in rocky and thorn infested soil, but it grows with understanding and
devotion. This is a fruitful hearing of God’s Word.
The devil came but could not rip God’s Word from our hearts. The trials and
tribulations of the world came but growth continued nonetheless. Thorns attempted to
choke new life in Christ away but those weeds were rooted out through repentance and
faith born from the hearing of God’s Word. Yes, dear saints of God we want to be the
good soil into which God’s Word is planted and cultivated.
Yet, we must keep in mind that no soil is self-cultivated. God must do the tilling, the
watering, the planting, and finally, He alone can bring the growth and increase. Using
His Word He tills our hearts and minds, breaking through the crusty soil of pride and
hardened hearts, weeding out the distracting idols that clog our ears from hearing Jesus.
The ministry of God’s Word produces in us honest and good hearts that bear much fruit
with patience according to Jesus in vs. 15. Let us reorder our priorities. God’s Word
defines who we are and how we live. His Word is the Word of life, of truth, of ultimate
joy and victory. May His Word dwell richly in our hearts and souls.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Quinquagesima
February 23, 2020
Text: Luke 18:31–43
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Over the past few weeks, I’ve included in the Sunday bulletin at paragraph describing
the “gesima Sundays.” These three Sundays between the Transfiguration of Our Lord
and Ash Wednesday, are intended to be a transitional period in our worship and
devotion. Our focus is shifting to our Lord’s journey to Jerusalem, His increasing
conflict with the religious establishment, His Passion, His betrayal, and finally, His
redemptive death and resurrection for the world. These three Sundays are sometimes
called “pre-Lent” which begins in earnest this Wednesday, Ash Wednesday.
Today’s gospel reading from Luke 18:31–43 prepares us beautifully for the beginning
of Lent. First, vs. 31–34 detail our Lord’s third Passion prediction. Second, vs. 35–43,
provides beautiful illustration as to why Jesus must go to Jerusalem. Let us consider
today’s text under those two headings.
First, vs. 31–43, recount our Lord’s third Passion prediction. The word Passion used
in the church means more than strong emotion or intense desire. When we say our
Lord’s Passion, we are referring to our Lord’s suffering for the salvation of the world.
Listen again to how Jesus describes His Passion (vs. 31–33):
“See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written about the Son
of Man by the prophets will be accomplished. 32For he will be delivered over to the
Gentiles and will be mocked and shamefully treated and spit upon. 33And after
flogging him, they will kill him, and on the third day he will rise.”
31

Jesus and His disciples must travel to Jerusalem so that the Old Testament Scriptures
can be fulfilled. Genesis through Malachi was written in order to prepare the world for
this climatic event: the Passion and resurrection of Jesus, who is both Son of Man and
Son of God. Jesus calls Himself “the Son of Man” which is a title for the Messiah.
Yes, Jesus Himself claims to be the long awaited and long promised Savior of the
world! He is true God become man in order to save man.
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But this Messiah will save the world in a very unexpected way, although the entire
prophetic witness of the OT, describes it. He must be betrayed and delivered over to
the Gentiles, the unbelievers. And it will be God’s people, the Jews who will do the
handing over. This certainly includes Judas Iscariot, one of the Lord’s 12 disciples,
but it also includes the Jewish leadership: the Pharisees, the Scribes, the priests. Those
who claim to be God’s people are the very ones who reject God in the flesh and
deliver Him over to unbelievers for mocking, scourging, and death.
Recognizing the betrayal of God’s people should cause us to stop for self-examination
and repentance. For we claim to be God’s holy people who follow Him in obedience
and faith. Is it possible that we, who claim to be believers, could possibly be the ones
who would actually betray God, to betray and deny Jesus? The answer is yes.
According to our sinful natures, we are easily deceived, by ourselves, the world, and
the demonic forces. But the greatest source of deception comes from ourselves. We
sinners are masters at self-justification. We decide we want to do something. And we
rationalize why we can do it. And then we move further along down the road to
convincing ourselves that not only can we do it, but that we should do it. And
depending on what it is, that it’s even a righteous thing to do!
Consider Caiaphas, the high priest during our Lord’s ministry. If you asked him if he
believed in God and anticipated the coming of the Messiah, he would have said, “Of
course.” But listen to how his pride led him down the path of self-deception and His
betray of the Messiah. This is John 11:47–53:
So the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered the council and said, “What are
we to do? For this man performs many signs. 48If we let him go on like this,
everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and take away both our
place and our nation.” 49But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year,
said to them, “You know nothing at all. 50Nor do you understand that it is better for
you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should
perish.” … 53So from that day on they made plans to put him to death.
47

It’s better and more righteous, says Caiaphas, to kill a man for raising the dead,
Lazarus in this case, than to be destroyed by the Romans. Caiaphas deceived himself
and the rest of the Sanhedrin in thinking that killing Jesus was a godly, righteous thing
to do. God the Father used their evil to bring about the salvation of the world. But it
was pure evil on the part of the Jewish leadership justified as a righteous act on behalf
of God’s people.
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Lest we dismiss Caiaphas’ example as an isolated situation that happened before our
Lord’s resurrection, consider the Christian churches at Sardis and Laodicea in
Revelation 3. The ascended, exalted Jesus had these terrifying words to say about two
Christian congregations attended by baptized Christians who gather regularly to hear
the preaching and teaching of God’s Word, to pray, praise and give thanks, to give
offerings, and to receive Christ’s holy supper. To the church at Sardis, the Lord Jesus
said, “I know your works. You have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.
Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die…” (Rev. 3:1–2). And then
to the congregation at Laodicea Jesus says, “For you say, I am rich, I have prospered,
and I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and
naked…Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline, so be zealous and repent” (Rev.
3:17, 19). The Lord Jesus called these Christians to set aside their self-deception, to
repent of their pride and confidence in their works and trust in Him alone as their only
source of grace, forgiveness, and salvation.
Saints of God, let us heed the warnings recorded for us in holy Scripture. Do not be
tricked into thinking that we are somehow not capable of being deceived, even selfdeceived. Let us hear God’s word with sincere and repentant hearts made ready by the
grace and mercy of the Holy Spirit.
This world is filled with people who seek to fulfill their sinful desires even when they
know it goes against God’s holy Word and common reason. I could certainly illustrate
this reality with all the “hot button” issues. Abortion. It’s no longer simply about a
woman’s right to choose to terminate a pregnancy. Now, it’s about the right of doctors
and parents to choose whether or not a baby actually born alive should live or die.
God’s Word and common decency teach us that here is a baby that needs nurture and
care; he or she has been born! And yet, this so-called right and freedom to allow a
human being to die is championed as being a good thing, a fundamental right of our
humanity! That is the level of self-deception to which our culture has descended.
Many strong and powerful people are advocating for the destruction of the most
helpful among us and cloaking such an idea as a fundamental human right! These
kinds of topics have been and are being debated in the houses of legislature in both
Wyoming and Nebraska during the current sessions. Sadly, some Christians have
deceived themselves in thinking that such “fundamental rights” are a good and
Christian thing. But they are deceived. Let us all repent, search our hearts with the
clarity of God’s holy Word, and seek the forgiveness of Christ Jesus, the Savior of
sinners just like us. And let us speak up for the defenseless among us.
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I know that I have spent a great deal of time on the betrayal and self-deception of the
Jews who handed over Jesus to be crucified. And I have warned us that we too can
easily fall into self-deception. But I want to hasten now to the second part of today’s
text. For in it we find the consolation and renewal that we all need.
From the mouth of the blind beggar on the road near Jericho, we hear words that we
are to make our own, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” (vs. 38). We learn
from Mark’s gospel (10:46) that this blind beggar has a name, Bartimaeus. We find in
Bartimaeus the example we are to follow. He knew his poverty and affliction. But he
also knew who could save Him: Jesus, Son of David. That phrase, “Son of David” is
another title for the Messiah. Bartimaeus believes Jesus to be the Messiah, better yet,
he believes Jesus to be his Messiah. And so in desperate but steadfast faith, he calls
upon Jesus to have mercy upon him. This is where we must place ourselves. Blind
beggars needing God’s grace in Christ Jesus. Only when we recognize our desperate,
absolute need for Jesus will we be kept safe from sin, deception, and eternal
judgment. Our daily prayer should be “Lord, have mercy upon me.” It is the best
prayer we can pray, second only in importance to the Lord’s Prayer.
But notice too what so often happens when we call out upon Jesus! The crowd around
you wants you to be quiet. According to vs. 39, the crowd rebuked Bartimaeus for
making such a fuss over Jesus. Maybe they thought he was an embarrassment, or
maybe being too loud. Who knows!
But blind Bartimaeus would not be silenced; he cried out all the more for Jesus. Here
too we are to follow his example. Dear people of God, do not allow the world or even
well-meaning Christians to silence your supplications and prayers to Jesus. We are
coaxed into silence by suggestions that it’s ok to be a Christian but don’t take it too
seriously. Don’t let the Jesus and the Bible influence your life, how you live, how you
use your money, and so forth. To be sure, we mustn’t be rude or obnoxious in our
devotion to Jesus. But our cries of faith must never be silenced. Day after day our
prayer must be “Lord, have mercy upon me.”
For we know and believe Jesus responds to our cries for mercy. He stopped and
commanded that Bartimaeus be brought to Him. When Jesus asked what he wanted,
Bartimaeus did not waver or sugarcoat his need. “Lord, let me recover my sight” (vs.
41). Our Lord’s response is what I want to be ringing in your ears for the rest today
and into eternity, “Recover your sight; your faith has made you well” (vs. 42). The
original Greek text literally says, “your faith has saved you.” Yes. Bartimaeus

5

received his sight. But in addition, he became a forgiven child of God. Join the ranks
of the blind Bartimaeuses of the world. Poor, miserable, helpless sinners crying out
for Christ’s mercy. I encourage you to take note in the weeks to come how often in
our liturgy we cry out for mercy. And this is the wonder of all wonders….Jesus sees
and hears our faith in Him. And not only answers our immediate prayer according to
His love and wisdom, but He grants us even more. He gives us His Holy Spirit. He
makes us children of His Father, co-heirs with Him in eternal glory. Jesus goes to
Jerusalem to save Bartimaeus; sinners like you and me. Jesus gives His love and grace
abundantly. We will have all eternity to grow in this glory.
We begin our Lenten journey this Wednesday. Let us begin like Bartimaeus crying
out, “Lord, have mercy upon us.” And let us always hear our Lord’s response, “Your
faith has saved you!”
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
Immanuel Lutheran Church – Burns, WY (Members from St. John’s, Grace & Zion are also present.)
Ash Wednesday
February 26, 2019
Text: Matthew 6:1–6, 16–21
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Ash Wednesday stands out to me as being a somewhat unusual observance. All of us
are sitting with this obvious black mark of cross-shaped ashes on our foreheads. What
could be more noticeable? And yet Jesus instructs us in today’s gospel reading that
our good works of piety should be done without notice, in secret. Ashes smeared upon
your forehead is anything but secret. Are we violating our Lord’s teaching by such a
startling observance of repentance and faith? Certainly not. Wearing ashes on our
head is not trumpeting a good work; quite the contrary, it’s a confession that we are
sinners dying because of our transgressions against God and man. There is nothing to
boast about in confessing, “I remember that I am dust, and to dust I shall return.”
Tonight, we gather to receive ashes as a striking, powerful reminder of three most
important truths: 1) I am God’s creation, made from the dust of the earth; 2) I shall
return to the dust for I am a sinner living under a sentence of death resulting from my
original and actual sin; 3) I am redeemed by Christ, the crucified and resurrected Lord
of glory, and shall be resurrected from the dust of the ground in triumphant splendor
on the Last Day when Jesus returns in glory. Yes, those ashes are a confession that
you are God’s creature, a sinner by birth and action, and a saint redeemed by Christ
unto a glorious future. If there is any boasting taking place in those ashes, it’s in God
the Father’s grace and love shown by His creative and redemptive work begun and
completed in His Son by the power of the Holy Spirit.
Tonight, we gather in the sure and certain confidence that our heavenly Father
despises nothing He has made, that we are forgiven sinners who repent of our sins,
that we mourn and lament over the evil so easily manifested in our lives, and that by
the forgiveness of Christ we are cleansed of all our sins, and we seek new and contrite
hearts that desire to live holy and righteous lives according to God’s holy will. That’s
who we are by baptismal faith in Christ Jesus. Tonight’s service is about these great
truths. In those eternal truths, we rejoice. It makes no difference whether or not people
understand those ashes. They may even mock at them. But we know who we are in
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Christ Jesus. Our boasting and our joy are found in Christ and His many, many
blessed gifts.
Our dear Lord teaches us in Matthew 6 that there are certain pious activities that we
Christians will undertake. They are: giving to the poor and needy, praying to our
Father in heaven, and fasting. And I must emphasize that Jesus describes these pious
acts as a matter of course for His people; they are a given. “When you give to the
needy…” (vs. 2). “And when you pray…” (vs. 5). “And when you fast…” (vs. 16).
There is no sense of maybe here. No “If you give, pray, or fast” but when…
Last year, I emphasized the place of fasting in our Lenten devotion as well as part of
our devotional piety throughout the year. To that end, I want to encourage you to
undertake some form of fasting which can come in different forms. Like last year, I
am calling for the Thursdays in Lent to be days of congregational fasting. Why
Thursday? Well, it’s tomorrow and we might as well get started. If Thursday doesn’t
work for you. Pick another day. We are free in Christ to fast anytime we wish and as
often as we wish. In Luke 2:37, we learn about Anna, an elderly widow who was
known for worshipping at the Temple with fasting and prayer night and day (vs. 37).
It seems apparent that she could be known for fasting and prayer without the
trumpeting hypocrisy condemned by Jesus in tonight’s gospel text.
Regarding the kind of fast…well, the Biblical example was to go without food for a
specified length of time. So you can pick a meal, or two meals, or a whole day.
Christians have chosen to fast from other things such as certain foods and drinks.
Christians who cannot refrain from food because of health concerns or job
requirements, have chosen other forms of fasting, such as, refraining from social
media, from various forms of entertainment, to get up earlier to pray and study God’s
Word, thus fasting from a part of their sleep … you get the idea. But fasting should
never be done to save money, to lose weight, or to promote some form of selfadvantage. The fast is intended to remind us that we live not by bread alone but by
every word that precedes from the mouth of God. It also teaches us that we must
subject our sinful flesh and make it submit to the things of God. Traditionally,
Christians have called this self-mortification. Regardless of what form of fast you
pursue, it should include increased time for prayer, the study of God’s Word, and
works of service to your neighbor in need. And any money saved by the fasting
activity should be given away.
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And that leads me to the topic I want consider for the rest of our time. Giving to the
poor and needy. Jesus said in today text (Matt. 6:2–4),
Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites
do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I
say to you, they have their reward. But when you give to the needy, do not let your
left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret.
And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.
The motivation behind our support of the poor is love, love for them and love for God.
Remember who we are: Christians saved entirely and completely by the perfect life
and sacrificial death of Jesus. We are already Christians by the work of Jesus. Our
good works serve our neighbor not ourselves. That is the great freedom we have in
Jesus. Freedom to love our neighbor in the midst of his or her need without any
thought about advancing our salvation or standing before God. Our Father sees our
secret works and rewards graciously according to His own love and purposes.
Even a quick reading of the Bible reveals that God tenderly looks out for the poor.
Listen to the Lord’s instructions given through Moses in Deut. 15:7–10:
“If among you, one of your brothers should become poor, … you shall not harden
your heart or shut your hand against your poor brother, 8but you shall open your
hand to him and lend him sufficient for his need... 9Take care lest there be an
unworthy thought in your heart and you … give him nothing, and he cry to the
LORD against you, and you be guilty of sin. 10You shall give to him freely, and
your heart shall not be grudging when you give to him, because for this the LORD
your God will bless you in all your work and in all that you undertake.
7

King Solomon writes in Proverbs 14:21, “Whoever despises his neighbor is a sinner,
but blessed is he who is generous to the poor.” And then in Proverbs 14:31, “Whoever
oppresses a poor man insults his Maker, but he who is generous to the needy honors
him.”
The early Church was known for being eager to serve the poor. In Acts 6, the Church
appointed 7 deacons to assist with the daily administration of assistance to the poor.
According to I Cor. 16 and II Cor. 8 & 9, the apostle Paul collected special offerings
for the relief of the saints suffering in Jerusalem. And Jesus ministered to the poor and
helpless throughout His public ministry. Once He commented, in Mark 14:7, that we
Christians will always have the poor among us and we can do good for them
whenever we wish.
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There is ample opportunity for us to assist the poor in our communities. So let me
suggest some parameters and some possibilities. It’s easy to become cynical in trying
to help the poor. We’ve all been scammed or taken advantaged of by someone
“abusing the system,” especially transients, those just passing through. Do not let your
sinful nature or the devil rob you of the joy of loving your neighbor. Help those in our
communities that we know need help. As much as possible and using good wisdom,
become involved in their lives. Get to know them. Yes, boundaries must be
maintained. Use godly wisdom. There’s more to helping the poor than giving money,
such as help maintaining their property, help with family needs, etc. Pray to God for
wisdom and opportunities to serve your neighbor and bring glory to His name.
Here are some concrete examples of institutional support that I hope will encourage
you. For years now, here at Immanuel, I have included flyers promoting the Cheyenne
day of giving; keep that in mind as a possibility. St. John’s participates in the Kimball
ministerial association’s food bank and financial assistance programs. Both
congregations have a benevolence fund that is available, though they have been
underutilized the past few years. St. John’s is undertaking a new program we’ve
called “Joy Bundles” where we distribute supplies for newborn babies free of charge.
Our first distribution is schedule for Saturday, May 9th, the day before Mother’s Day.
Information will be distributed today as you leave. We’d love to have your donations
and support. All of these are institutional forms of assistance to the poor. They should
be encouraged and supported along with your private acts of love and care.
One last word of encouragement. You guys are already quite generous with your
support of friends, family, and neighbors. I commend you, and might I say, I am quite
proud of you. For Christ’s love is most evident in your lives. But if you seek new
opportunities of service, you may experience greater forms of temptation. This is to be
expected. The devil, the world, and our sinful flesh do not want us to hallow God’s
name or let His kingdom come to us. Remember, we serve our neighbor in love. For
God Himself is love. While the devil is a murderer from the beginning and seeks to
destroy every form of love and goodness. Remember our Lord’s teaching. We
undertake this discipline for the sake of God’s kingdom where moth and rust cannot
destroy the eternal treasures given to us in Christ Jesus.
From ancient times the season of Lent has been kept as a time of special devotion,
self-denial, and humble repentance born of a faithful heart that dwells confidently on
His Word and draws from it life and hope. The Lord bless you all during this Lenten
season as you practice your righteousness.
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 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Invocabit (First Sunday in Lent)
March 1, 2020
Text: Matthew 4:1–11
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Lord Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. So
writes Matthew today’s gospel (vs. 1). For 40 days, Jesus endured Satan’s temptations
to indulge in the desires of the flesh, in the desire for human praise and recognition,
and in the lust for power. Thus, the season of Lent is the church’s form of following
the life of Jesus during His wilderness trial. For 40 days, not including Sundays, we
purposefully follow the path of Jesus in subjecting ourselves to the disciplines of
fasting, prayer, and serving our neighbor. We do this under the leadership of the Holy
Spirit even as Jesus was led by the Spirit throughout His earthly ministry.
Just a couple of months ago, we rejoiced exceedingly in the glorious truth that by the
grace and ministry of the Holy Spirit the eternal Son of God the Father almighty
became incarnate in the womb of the Virgin Mary. We confess in the Apostles’ Creed
that Jesus Christ, God’s Son and our Lord, “was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of
the virgin Mary.” Through the direct agency of the Holy Spirit, God’s Son became a
man. True God and true man in one person. Through the ministry of the Holy Spirit,
our human nature reached its fulfilment. For our human nature was joined forever
with the divine nature. Jesus is the Son of God and Son of Man because of the Holy
Spirit’s ministry. And we mustn’t forget that the purpose of the Spirit’s ministry in the
incarnation of God’s Son is the salvation of the world.
And the Holy Spirit was at work in Jesus’ life as He was preparing to begin His public
ministry. Before the Holy Spirit leading Him into the Jordan wilderness, Jesus was
baptized in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. Listen to Matthew 3:16–17 in order
to see the Spirit’s role in Jesus’ ministry:
16

And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and
behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending
like a dove and coming to rest on him; 17and behold, a voice from heaven said,
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”
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What it most remarkable here is that God the Father spoke from heaven only after the
Holy Spirit descended and rested upon Jesus. This order of events is true in all three
accounts from Matthew, Mark, and Luke. What I am suggesting is that in the work of
fulfilling His saving will for the world, God the Father speaks of Jesus only in relation
to His Son being the Holy Spirit conceived and Holy Spirit anointed Savior of the
world! In other words, God the Father reveals His incarnate Son, Jesus, to be the
Savior of the world through the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
The importance for us in staggering. For it is only through the ministry of the Holy
Spirit working through the Gospel of Jesus that we are born again into the kingdom of
God. Our Lord Jesus teaches us in John 3:5–7:
Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. 6That which is born of the flesh is
flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7Do not marvel that I said to
you, ‘You must be born again.’
5

And the apostle Paul writes in Galatians 4:6–7:
6

And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts,
crying, “Abba! Father!” 7So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then
an heir through God.
New birth into God’s kingdom as sons only comes about through the ministry of the
Holy Spirit. To be a Christian is to be a born-again son of the Father by the Spirit; to
be a Christian is to be filled with the Holy Spirit. And through the Spirit’s ministry in
our heart and soul, we are now able to call God, Abba! Father! Or maybe we would be
more accustomed to simply saying, Our Father! The Lord’s Prayer, where we call
upon God as Father, is only a prayer that a born-again believer filled with the Spirit
can truly pray. For He sent the Spirit of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, into our hearts so that
we can have the great privilege of calling Him “Father.”
This is where we disagree with our Pentecostal and Charismatic brothers and sisters
who teach that one can be a born-again Christian believer but not be baptized with the
Holy Spirit. They teach that there is a second work of the Holy Spirit whereby certain
Christians, but not all Christians, are baptized in the Holy Spirit in order to receive a
greater measure of spiritual power for faith and service in God’s kingdom. The
evidence of such a Spirit-baptism is speaking in tongues. We also disagree with our
Catholic brothers and sisters who believes that one can obtain a higher spiritual
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standing before God by becoming a priest, a monk, or a nun; that those callings give
you a greater sanctity than Baptism. But the Scriptures teach that to be a child of God
is be filled with the Holy Spirit. There are no distinctions, dear saints of God, in how
we receive the Holy Spirit. All of you here today share in the same ministry of the
Holy Spirit. Thus, we, and all Christians, are a fellowship in the Holy Spirit. Thus, we
believe that Jesus saved us and the world by destroying the power of Satan, and death,
and hell, and sin, and every form of evil. The Holy Spirit always directs our faith to
Jesus, who He is and what He did and does for us.
In the gospels, the first thing Jesus does after His baptism is to face the devil in the
Jordan wilderness. But it is the Holy Spirit who leads Jesus into the wilderness. Our
Lord does not go of His own will; He is not an independent contractor or some
spiritual cavalier off doing His own thing. Rather, Jesus submits to His Father’s will
in saving the world. And that means, the Holy Spirit leads Jesus into the desert to fact
the devil in fasting, prayer, and bitter temptation. Here again, we see the Holy Spirit’s
direction and ministry. The Son did not become incarnate in Mary’s womb until the
Holy Spirit overshadowed her. The Son does not go into direct battle with Satan until
the Holy Spirit leads Him into the wilderness.
This too is important for us. For we Holy Spirit filled Christians never seek out
temptation or spiritual struggle. We face these struggles only as the Spirit leads; and,
we know by faith He protects. Our Lord Jesus did not seek to do battle with Satan of
His own will. In all things, Jesus obeyed the will of His Father as He was led by the
Holy Spirit. The apostle Paul described this humility and submission the Father’s will
in Philippians 2:8 “And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” Jesus obeyed His Father as the
Spirit directed Him. For Jesus, there were no self-chosen works. Everything He did
was accomplished in submission to the Father by the Spirit.
Thus we too, as Holy Spirit filled Christians, are to follow Our Father in obedience to
His will and purposes. Any form of self-chosen works of piety, no matter how good or
holy or righteous it may appear, is to be avoided. It is God the Father who calls us to
follow Him in our various vocations and stations in life through faith in Son by the
guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Throughout this sermon, I have been emphasizing that the Holy Spirit led Jesus
throughout His ministry. From His conception in Mary’s womb to His resurrection
from the dead, Jesus was led by the Holy Spirit. And God the Father reveals Jesus to
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be His Son to us by and through the ministry of the Spirit. What I want you to take
home from this sermon today is that from beginning to end, we are led by the Holy
Spirit. Our walk in the Spirit began in our Christian baptism when God’s name was
splashed upon us with water combined with God’s Word. Your baptism was the new
birth in water and the Spirit that Jesus spoke of in John 3:5. When the Holy Spirit
gave you the new birth, you could then legitimately pray the Lord’s Prayer. For when
the Holy Spirit entered your heart and mind in your baptism into Christ, God the
Father became Abba, Father, that is, Our Father who art in heaven.
And the Holy Spirit’s leading continues in our day to day lives. We face temptation
and various forms of afflictions as well as receiving all the blessings and fulness of
God’s kingdom. We Spirit-filled Christians never seeks out temptation and trial. But
they do come as the Spirit leads us in our daily vocations as family members, citizens
of this earthly kingdom, and as sons of God’s eternal kingdom. Listen to the apostle
Paul’s description of our life of walking in the Holy Spirit in Galatians 5:16–18, 25:
16

But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.
For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are
against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the
things you want to do. 18But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the
law…. 25If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit.
17

Jesus faced the demonic temptations by keeping in step with the Holy Spirit. How did
He do this? By living according to God’s Holy Word. Each time the devil tempted
Jesus, our Lord responded by speaking God’s Word. Three times, Jesus said, “It is
written…” (vs. 4, 7, 10). Living in the Spirit means living in those three words spoken
by Jesus, “It is written…” For example, Christains know they are forgiven all their
sins for it is written. Christians love their family members for it is written. They love
their neighbor and help them in their various needs for it is written. Christians engage
the civic realm for it is written. Christians pray, praise, and give thanks, go to Church
and receive the body and blood of Jesus, listen to the preaching and teaching of the
Bible, give offerings, and encourage one another through songs hymns, and spiritual
songs because it is written. They die and enter paradise for it is written.
Saints of God, you are living members of Christ by the ministry and grace of the Holy
Spirit. As Jesus’ life and ministry was led by the Spirit, so you too have the same
promise. The Holy Spirit gave you your Christian faith. You are born again by water
and the Spirit. You do not need to speak in tongues, have mystical experiences, or

5

anything other than the Holy Spirit leading you in your daily vocation. He will bring
you to the completion of your faith in Jesus. For thus it is written.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
Zion Lutheran Church – Grover, CO
Lent I–Midweek (members of St. John’s Kimball, Immanuel Burns, Grace Pine Bluffs present)
March 4, 2020
Text: Exodus 12:1–14; SC VI, Part I
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Tonight, we begin a series of reflections upon the Lord’s Supper. Using selected
portions of Holy Scripture and Luther’s Small Catechism, we will ponder the great
gift that is the Lord’s Supper, which is the body and blood of Jesus under bread and
wine, instituted by the Lord Himself for us Christians to eat and to drink for the
forgiveness of our sins. Our reflection begins in the Old Testament. For we cannot
understand the Lord’s Supper in all of its rich fullness without knowing a bit about the
Passover Feast described in tonight’s reading from Exodus 12.
God’s people, the children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, had been in Egyptian
slavery for over 400 years. The Lord heard their cries for deliverance and raised up
Moses to lead them out of slavery. But Pharaoh had no interest in letting Israel go.
The result of his stubborn rebellion was 9 devasting plagues that destroyed his once
fertile and beautiful land; the first nine plagues included their clean water transformed
to blood, infestations of frogs, gnats, flies, their livestock died, painful boils formed
on the Egyptians’ skin, fiery hail destroyed what was left of crops and cattle, locusts
devoured those leftovers, and the ninth plague was impenetrable darkness (Ex. 7–10).
At the end of all that, Pharaoh refused to let God’s people go. Thus, the Lord
pronounced the final plague in Exodus 11:1, 4–5, 7:
The LORD said to Moses, “Yet one plague more I will bring upon Pharaoh and
upon Egypt. Afterward he will let you go from here…4So Moses said, “Thus says
the LORD: ‘About midnight I will go out in the midst of Egypt, 5and every firstborn
in the land of Egypt shall die, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who sits on his throne,
even to the firstborn of the slave girl who is behind the handmill, and all the
firstborn of the cattle…7But not a dog shall growl against any of the people of
Israel, either man or beast, that you may know that the LORD makes a distinction
between Egypt and Israel.’
1

The tragedy of this tenth plague is almost inexpressible. Those children did not need
to die in this manner. But rebellion against God and a refusal to hear and submit to
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God’s Word leads to death. That is the bitter reality of sin that infects our human
nature. God had told Adam and Eve, “In the day that you eat of it (i.e., the forbidden
fruit) you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17).
But our Lord God does not desire anyone’s death. He provides a means of escape for
the sinner, an atonement that will deliver sinful mankind from the devastation of sin,
his own sin as well as the sins of others. For the Israelites suffering under bitter
slavery in Egypt, deliverance came from the sacrifice and consumption of a spotless
lamb. The Lord’s instruction through Moses were:
7

Then they shall take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the
lintel of the houses in which they eat it. 8They shall eat the flesh that night, roasted
on the fire; with unleavened bread and bitter herbs they shall eat it….11bIt is the
Lord’s Passover…13The blood shall be a sign for you, on the house where you are.
And when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague will befall you to
destroy you, when I strike the land of Egypt” (Exodus 12:7–8, 11b, 13).
We must understand the context of the Passover to know its significance for Israel and
its importance for us Christians who eat the Lord’s Supper. Nothing but devastation,
darkness, and death surrounded the people of Israel on that original Passover night.
Dear saints, imagine, the situation. Your family gathers in your house around a table
with bread, bitter herbs, and roasted lamb as God commanded. Lamb’s blood covers
the doorposts and the lintel of the houses. You and your family cling to the promise
that the lamb’s blood and the feast of lamb’s flesh will protect you from God’s
judgment of death. The Lord will see the blood and pass over you (vs. 13). What
separates life from death, light from darkness, peace from chaos is the Lamb.
From that night forward, God’s people would be known as the people who eat the
Passover Feast; they are the people for whom death passes over! Or to put it
differently, the distinctiveness of being God’s people is connected with this particular
meal of salvation from slavery and death. Exodus 12:14 states, “This day shall be for
you a memorial day, and you shall keep it as a feast to the Lord; throughout your
generations, as a statue forever, you shall keep it as a feast.” God’s people eat the
Passover; God’s people are promised deliverance from the ravages of death. That’s
what makes God’s people different and distinct.
The Lord Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper in the midst of a Passover meal some
1,400 years later. Our Lord takes all this OT witness and history, all the overtones of
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life conquering death, light vanquishing darkness, peace stilling the chaos and
declares they are fulfilled in Himself! He is the sacrificial lamb! For Jesus takes bread
and says, “Take, eat; this is My body, which is given for you.” Countless bodies of
lambs had been roasted through the centuries in joyful participation in the Passover
feasts. But now, Jesus says His body gives forgiveness, life, and salvation. In one
powerful sentence, Jesus declares Himself to be God’s Lamb of deliverance.
And when Jesus and His disciples had finished the supper, He took a cup and said,
“Drink of it, all of you; this cup is the new testament in My blood, which is shed for
you for the forgiveness of sins.” The blood of countless lambs had been shed and
painted across doorposts and lintels as participation in the Passover feasts. But now,
Jesus says His blood will cover not the exteriors of our homes (i.e., doorposts and
lintels) but the totality of our bodies and souls.
Jesus is the sum, substance, and totality of the Passover Feast fulfilled in His body and
blood. For the Lord Jesus, in just a few hours after instituting this sacred meal as a
fulfillment of the Passover Feast, goes to the cross as “the Lamb of God who takes
away the sins of the world.” On the cross, Jesus gives His body and blood as THE
final, perfect sacrifice that makes atonement for our sins and delivers us from death,
from darkness, and from chaos. These kinds of reflections are no idle speculations of
pious pastors and well-meaning theologians. The apostle Paul writes in I Corinthians
5:7b–8, “7bFor Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. 8Let us therefore
celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven of malice and evil, but with
the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.”
When Jesus institutes this Lord’s Supper, He takes the Passover Feast and fulfills it
with Himself. He bequeaths to us Christians the great honor of continually receiving
His body and blood under bread and wine for the forgiveness of our sins. In the Small
Catechism, Martin Luther thus answers the question of what is the Lord’s Supper
with, “It is the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ under bread and wine,
instituted by Christ Himself for us Christians to eat and to drink.” We take the words
of Exodus 12:14, “This day … you shall keep as a feast to the Lord; throughout your
generations, as a statute forever.” to refer to the Lord’s Supper, the Passover Feast
fulfilled!
You dear Lutheran Christians know that in the Lord’s Supper, we receive the true,
substantial body and blood of the Lord Jesus which was shed on Calvary’s cross and
was raised from the dead on the third day. His body nourishes our bodies and souls.
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His blood covers the doorposts and lintels of our hearts and bodies. Outside of
Christ’s Church, we are surrounded by death, darkness, and chaos. But inside, where
Christ’s give us His body and blood under bread and wine through the power of His
word of institution, there is life, light, and peace.
Some words of application and encouragement. As the Passover defined God’s OT
people. So the Lord’s Supper defines us. Or to put it differently, the distinctiveness of
being God’s people is connected with this particular meal of salvation from slavery
and death. This is no exaggeration of rhetorical flourish from a well-meaning pastor.
The apostle declared rather boldly in I Corinthians 11:26, “For as often as you eat this
bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” Until the end
of time, we Christians will be known for proclaiming the Lord’s sacrificial death until
He comes again in glory by eating this body and blood.
One last word of admonition and encouragement. Throughout history, God’s people
have been concerned about passing along the true, saving faith to the following
generations. In Exodus 12:26–27, Moses spoke to all the elders of Israel and said:
And when your children say to you, ‘What do you mean by this service?’ 27you
shall say, ‘It is the sacrifice of the LORD’s Passover, for he passed over the houses
of the people of Israel in Egypt, when he struck the Egyptians but spared our
houses.’” And the people bowed their heads and worshiped.
26

The Lord’s Supper is the service which proclaims to our children and grandchildren,
the next generations, that Jesus has delivered us and them from bondage to sin, death,
evil, and darkness. As four congregations called by the name of Christ Jesus, let us
embrace all the more fervently the gift of the Lord’s Supper. And by it, may our
children and grandchildren and all whom the Lord brings into our midst, hear the
proclamation. In Christ, our sins are struck down. Jesus is our Passover lamb whereby
the eternal sting of death passes over us. For we are redeemed unto eternal life. Let us
keep the feast of the Lord’s Supper with sincerity and truth in our midst until the
coming of Jesus.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Reminiscere (Second Sunday in Lent)
March 8, 2020
Text: Matthew 15:21–28
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today’s gospel text is one of the most challenging and enriching passages of
Scripture. Yes, you heard me correctly. It is most challenging. We might even be
tempted to say our Lord’s actions are appalling, at least, on the surface. But when we
understand what the Lord Jesus is doing, this passage of Scripture should be one that
we turn frequently to find strength and courage in our time of need. We turn to the
text from Matthew 15 to be strengthened and encouraged.
Jesus and His disciples “withdrew to the district of Tyre and Sidon” (vs. 21). This is
the far, northern reaches of the Galilean region. The prophet Ezekiel had pronounced
God’s judgment against these once proud and corrupt cities (ch. 26–28). Centuries
later, the Lord Jesus extends His ministry into this wicked, pagan region of Palestine.
It’s filled with non-Jews and false religions. It shouldn’t surprise us that Jesus and His
disciples encounter a Canaanite woman.
But what should surprise us is the interaction which takes place between Jesus and
this woman. Matthew even alerts us to this strange and curious encounter when he
writes, “And behold…” (vs. 22). This is Matthew’s way of saying, “Pay attention.
Behold! What you are about to read is really important. Don’t overlook what’s about
to happen!” What find is a woman in great affliction, divine silence, and great faith.
Pay attention and behold!!
Part of the great surprise in this text is found in the Canaanite woman. Centuries of
bad blood existed between the Jews and the Canaanites going all the way back to
Joshua and the conquest of the Promised Land. The Canaanites were long-standing
enemies of God’s people. The Jews considered them dogs, almost less than human.
And when we hear about dogs we shouldn’t be thinking about your favorite pet. Think
more of stray, mangy animals that are a nuisance. That was the prevailing sentiment
of the Jews to Canaanites. And the Canaanites didn’t much care of the Jews either.
One of the reasons God pronounced His judgment against Tyre and Sidon in the
prophet Ezekiels’ day was the inhabitants of those cities rejoiced and gloated over
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Jerusalem’s destruction. God declared the same destruction would come upon them
too. And it did. The Lord gives this warning in Proverbs 24:17–18, “Do not rejoice
when your enemy falls, and let not your heart be glad when he stumbles, lest the
LORD see it and be displeased, and turn away his anger from him.” The implication in
that last phrase is that the Lord’s anger could turn away from our enemy upon us.
Even in judgment, the Lord God delights in mercy. Thus, we pray for our enemies in
humility and repentance seeking that they would receive and rejoice in God’s mercy
and forgiveness.
We should pause and consider….why is Jesus going to this region in the first place?
His eternal kingdom will not be confined to one people, one nation. Jesus is the Savior
of all nations, including the Canaanites and other peoples that might look, on the
surface, according to human wisdom, to be ill-suited or less then disposed to hear and
follow the teachings of Jesus. Matthew admonishes us to look at this amazing turn of
events. Jesus preaches and ministers to the Canaanites, followers of false gods. God’s
salvation has come to the Gentiles. Jesus’ ministry and certainly His death and
resurrection are for all nations! Thanks be to God that our Lord’s grace and love
includes Gentile nations like the Canaanites. Like the Americas, Europe, Asia, Africa,
and Australia. Jesus is the universal Savior of all people. Look at that and wonder in
great faith and devotion.
And then another wondrous thing occurs that we should behold. In vs. 22 we see that
a Canaanite woman cries out “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David; my daughter
is severely oppressed by a demon.” This Canaanite woman calls upon Jesus for her
daughter’s sake using the language of the Hebrew Bible!! Extraordinary. Calling Jesus
“Lord” and “Son of David” means that she recognizes and believes that Jesus is the
Jewish Messiah promised in the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms. We aren’t told
how she came to such knowledge and faith. But look! There it is. Unexpected.
Unlooked for. But here it is. God the Father creating saving faith in His Son by the
Holy Spirit using His holy Word.
And the Canaanite woman calls upon this Jewish man with titles of the Jewish
Messiah using the language of Jewish worship and devotion. Psalm 4:1 and Psalm 123
are examples of calling upon God for mercy in the time of need. Psalm 123:3 says,
“Have mercy upon us, O Lord, have mercy upon us, for we have had more than
enough of contempt.” Did not today’s Gradual from Psalm 25:17–18 give us words to
pray as we seek God’s mercy, “The troubles of my heart are enlarged; bring me out of
my distresses. Consider my affliction and my trouble and forgive all my sins.” This
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woman’s worship is nothing short of a believing woman calling upon her God to save
her from her affliction. Or in this case, to deliver her demon possessed daughter in
great mercy. This is the language and prayer that we Christians make every Sunday in
our worship; in our liturgy, it’s called the Kyrie. Lord, have mercy upon us. Christ,
have mercy upon us. Lord, have mercy upon us.
Two weeks ago, we considered blind Bartimaeus and his cry for mercy, recorded in
Luke 18. In that sermon, I noted that we pray for mercy in our worship service just as
I did a few seconds ago. But I also encouraged you to make a point to look for cries
for mercy that appear in other places within out liturgy. Cries for mercy explicitly
come up in the Kyrie, the Gloria, the Agnus Dei, the prayer of the Church, and the
post-communion Thanksgiving. Implicit cries for mercy can be found in the
confession & absolution, the offertory, the Nunc Dimittis and the Benediction. In
other words, we Christians cry out for mercy from beginning to end.
And do we not pray for mercy each and every day in the Lord’s Prayer? Not only for
ourselves but for those who have sinned against us? “And forgive us our trespasses as
we forgive those who trespass against us.” The greatest prayer in the Bible, second
only to that of the Lord’s Prayer itself, is Lord, have mercy. To that end, dear saints of
God, pray that the mercy of the Lord Jesus would be known and received by your
family members, for your friends, co-workers, our church members, our community,
country, government, our enemies, those held in bondage to sin and deception. Pray
explicitly. Name names. And trust and believe in the Savior who delights in showing
mercy to His people. He will answer in mercy and love.
But we must consider how our Lord treats this Canaanite woman seeking His mercy.
On the surface, Jesus appears to be anything but merciful or kind. Jesus ignores her
request in vs. 23. Our Lord’s disciples ask Jesus to send her away. Thus, she
experiences their rejection and scorn. Jesus responds to His disciples – not the
woman, He still has not answered her directly – by saying, “I was sent only to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel” (vs. 24). Jesus rejects her again.
Amazingly, she falls before Jesus’ feet imploring Him to help her. I want you to
imagine the scene. She literally gets in His way and stops Jesus from walking. And
she seeks His help on her knees. Jesus says, “It is not right to take the children’s bread
and throw it to the dogs” (vs. 26). What you seek from me does not belong to you. We
aren’t used to seeing Jesus act and speak like this. He doesn’t appear to be merciful.
You might almost think him pitiless.
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What are we to do when God goes silent? When God’s people, represented by the
disciples, fail to show love and mercy in their words and actions? When God turns
against us? You are not alone in experiencing these things. The Bible is filled with
such cries of anguish. O Lord, how long? Lord, why do you not hear my pleas? And
so forth. Have you ever thought that your prayers immediately fall to the ground
rather than ascend to our Father who art in heaven? We feel abandoned and forsaken.
The Canaanite woman helps us. She heard Jesus’ word spoken directly to her, harsh
though it seems. And she holds onto it. And by so doing, she, in a manner of speaking,
traps Jesus. Vs. 27, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their
masters’ table.” Even though Jesus appears completely disinterested in this woman,
she takes Him at His Word. Yes, Lord. Amen, I agree with what you’re saying. I am a
dog of a person, unworthy of making any claims upon you. Except this…even dogs
receive mercy and care from their masters by giving them the meagerest of leftover
crumbs. I’ll gladly take that mercy; and it will be enough. The Lord Jesus is trapped
by His own words!! And He rejoices in her steadfast faith in His love and mercy. “O
woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire.” And Matthew records,
“And her daughter was healed instantly” (vs. 28).
In that sermon two weeks ago, the one about blind Bartimaeus, I encouraged you guys
to not be silenced by doubters and nay-sayers even if they are happened to be family
members or friends. When Bartimaeus heard that Jesus was near, He cried out all the
more loudly even though everyone around him was trying to get him to be quiet. In
that sermon, my admonition and encouragement were to keep calling upon Jesus. In
this sermon, my encouragement is this: keep calling upon Jesus even when He seems
to be silent. Trust in His mercy and goodness. As we see in today’s gospel text, Jesus
will answer. Yes, in His own time and according to His own ways. But God’s Word
reveals that His ways are always for our good. This is the same Jesus who carried all
your sorrows, afflictions, and sins to Calvary’s cross. He rose again from the dead to
give us His eternal life. That is the Jesus to whom we seek mercy. We sang these
powerful words of confidence and trust in the opening hymn, “From God Can
Nothing Move Me”:
The Lord my life arranges; Who can His work destroy?
In His good time He changes All sorrow into joy.
So let me then be still; My body, soul, and spirit
His tender care inherit According to His will. (LSB 713, st. 3)
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The Lord Jesus does test and try our faith and confidence. He does this for our good.
That we would learn all the more of His great love for us. And of the great salvation
He is working in our lives and the lives of those whom we love.
When you face trial and affliction, and all heaven and earth seem to be turned against
you, read Matthew 15:21–28. Pay attention and behold! Remember those words?!
Draw strength from the promise that Jesus hears your prayers for mercy. Jesus
upholds you with His nail-scared hands. And His answer comes at the right time and
with great comfort. Be it done for you as you desire. That is why we pray, “Thy will
be done on earth as it is in heaven.”
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
Immanuel Lutheran Church – Burns, WY
Lent II–Midweek (members of St. John’s Kimball, Zion Grover, Grace Pine Bluffs present)
March 11, 2020
Text: Matthew 26:26–29; SC VI, Part II
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Lord God established the Passover meal in the land of Egypt while the Lord
executed His judgment against hard-hearted Pharaoh. While God’s people ate roasted
lamb and bitter herbs, the firstborn of Egypt died. The only thing separating the
children of Israel from this final, devasting judgment was the blood of the lamb. For
the Israelites applied blood over the doorposts and lintels of their houses. Holy
Scripture declares, in Exodus 12, that the when the Lord saw the blood of the lamb,
He passed over the house in peace. Thus, the children of Israel, from that point
forward, became known as the people who eat the Feast of the Passover. Exodus
12:11 calls it “the Lord’s Passover.”
The Lord’s Passover was to be eaten every year in memorial to this great event
whereby God wrought His judgment against Egypt and saved His people Israel from
bondage to slavery and death. This meal, the Lord’s Passover, defined God’s people.
They are the ones saved from death and judgment. Israel was the people of the
Passover. Fathers were commanded by God to teach their children what this meal
meant. Thereby, the next generation would know and participate in God’s mighty act
of salvation.
The Lord Jesus established His Supper, the Lord’s Supper, on a Passover night during
a Passover meal. But something extraordinary took place that night. For when Jesus
took bread and said, “Take, eat this is my body” and when He took the cup of wine
and said, “Take, drink, this is my blood of the new testament,” Jesus declared Himself
to be THE Passover Lamb, the fulfillment of all Passover meals. The Lord’s Supper is
the fulfilment and completion of the Passover feast for Jesus is our Passover Lamb.
No longer do we eat roasted lamb and bitter herbs. We eat the true body and blood of
Jesus for the forgiveness of our sins. Roasted lamb and bitter herbs were the shadow
of greater things to come. Jesus is our Passover Lamb. By His command and at His
invitation, we eat His body and drink His blood. And this Lord’s Supper meal defines
who we Christians are. We are the people who eat the Lord’s Supper, who receive
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forgiveness of sins and have the promise of life and salvation. By eating this meal,
father and mothers are to teach and proclaim to their children the Lord’s death and
resurrection until He comes again in glory. Thus, the next generation will know of the
great salvation accomplished by Jesus. Such was basic content of last week’s service.
We continue this week with a reverent reflection upon the benefits of eating the
Lord’s Supper. To be sure, our Lord’s Supper celebrations don’t look very impressive.
Some might even say they are a waste of time. But we Christians hear the words of
Jesus and know by faith that hidden beneath the common, earthly elements of bread
and wine we receive what Christ says: His substantial body and blood. And because
we hear and believe, we come to the Lord’s Supper in joyful obedience and steadfast
confidence. For Jesus does not play word games with us; He is no trickster. He tells us
what the bread and wine are in the clearest, simplest words: “This is my Body. This
cup is the new testament in my blood.”
And with those simple yet powerful words He gives you and all Christian believers a
promise. His Body and Blood in the bread and wine is given and shed for you for the
forgiveness of your sins. That’s the benefit of the Lord’s Supper: the forgiveness of
sins.
Jesus won the forgiveness of your sins by dying on His Good Friday cross as the final
Passover Lamb that takes away the sins of the world. That forgiveness won 2,000
years ago comes to us in the present in the Lord’s Supper: forgiveness “given and
shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins.” This, in part, is what fathers and
mothers are to teach their children about the Lord’s Supper. Jesus won forgiveness for
us by dying and rising from the dead. What He won for us is distributed to His people
in the Lord’s Supper until the end of time. This meal describes what we believe and
who we are as God’s holy people. Thus, the apostle Paul writes to the Corinthian
congregation, “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until he comes” (I Cor. 11:26).
And what do we proclaim in the eating and drinking of the Lord’s Supper: through
consecrated bread and wine we receive the forgiveness of our sins. By eating and
drinking we are proclaiming that Jesus came and died for sinners. This is why the
Lord’s Supper defines who we are. For we are Christians, followers of Jesus. Jesus
came to save sinners. He comes to us sinners with His forgiveness. And where there is
the Lord’s forgiveness, there is His Church. The Lord’s Supper is Jesus in the midst of
forgiven sinners, like you and me, serving them with His Supper.
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Is that not an amazing idea? That wherever Jesus is, there He surrounds Himself with
sinners. That’s what Jesus always did in the gospels. That’s what He continues to do
today in His Church where He gathers sinners around Himself. Sinners like Peter who
promised to be faithful unto death but fell away when questioned about his knowledge
of Jesus. Sinners like the woman who sold her body for the vile lust of men. Sinners
held in slavery to leprosy and other diseases. Sinners under the bondage of demonic
possession. Yes, even sinners like Judas who betrayed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver.
Jesus came to gather all sinners unto Himself and give them His forgiveness.
When you hear those words proclaimed, “Given and shed for you for the forgiveness
of sins” you must know they include their sins, your sins. Not one of them is left out.
For Jesus died on Good Friday to take away the totality of the world’s sins, from
beginning to end. Thus, dear Christian, hear and believe the promise of the Lord’s
Supper that none of your sins are excluded in these words, “given and shed for you for
the forgiveness of your sins.”
Scripture says that, “The blood of Jesus . . . cleanses us from all sin,” (1 John 1:7).
The Blood of Jesus shed on Good Friday and given in the Sacrament. Tonight, we
were reminded in the reading from the Small Catechism of the supernatural
abundance attached to the forgiveness of sins won for us by Christ Jesus. Luther asked
the question, “What is the benefit of this eating and drinking?” Answer: “These
words, ‘Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins,’ show us that in the
Sacrament forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation are given us through these words.
For where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation.” Not only are all
your sins forgiven, but with that forgiveness comes life and salvation. Jesus saves all
you, body and soul, unto eternal life. We so easily “spiritualize” everything and forget
that God created our souls and bodies! In Christ, God has redeemed the totality of
your person. He loves and cares for all of you, body and soul.
For the benefit of your body and soul, Jesus gives you the Lord’s Supper. Martin
Luther, in the Large Catechism, describes the Lord’s Supper as “pure, wholesome,
soothing medicine that aids you and gives you life in both soul and body. For where
the soul is healed, the body is helped as well.” Medicines are given when there is a
contagion, an infection, or a poison. Sin infects our bodies and souls. What you need
more than anything else – more than the best diet, more than medicines and vaccines,
more than protection from viruses, Corona or otherwise – is the antidote of the
forgiveness of sins. That we have in absolute abundance!!! In the Lord’s Supper
where Jesus gives us His body and blood with the promise, “Given and shed for you
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for the forgiveness of your sins.” The benefits of the Lord’s Supper include life to our
souls and bodies. The Lord Jesus Himself said in John 6, “Whoever feeds on my flesh
and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my
flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink” (vs. 54–55).
The healing antidote to sin, death, and the devil is the forgiveness of sins given by the
Lord’s Body and Blood in the Lord’s Supper. Such a description of the Lord’s Supper
is very old within in the pious reflections of Christ’s Church. Ignatius of Antioch, an
early church bishop who died a martyr’s death for the sake of Jesus in July 108 AD,
described the Lord’s Supper as “the medicine of immortality, the antidote that we
should not die, but live forever in Jesus Christ” (Ignatius, Epistle to the Ephesians).
Jesus will not abandon you to death and the grave. Your body and soul are nourished
for eternal life. Let not concerns over the Coronavirus, or cancer, or sin, or any effect
of our sinful nature or the temptations of Satan and his evil horde distract you from
receiving regularly and faithfully what Jesus Himself promises to give in His Supper:
forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation. We sang this confession of faith and
confidence in the hymn, “The Infant Priest Was Holy Born” (LSB #624, st. 5–6):
The veil is torn, our Priest we see,
As at the rail on bended knee
Our hungry mouths from Him receive
The bread of immortality.
The body of God’s Lamb we eat,
A priestly food and priestly meat;
On sin-parched lips the chalice pours
His quenching blood That life restores.
(#624: 5-6 LSB)
The “bread of immortality” and the “quenching blood” … “life restores.” Out of love
for us and all His people, the Lord Jesus gives us the benefits of the forgiveness of
sins, life, and salvation. Let us be known as congregations who celebrate the Lord’s
Supper with great joy and solemnity. Let us be known as people who proclaim the
Lord’s death by eating and drinking His body and blood.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Oculi (Third Sunday in Lent)
March 15, 2020
Text: Luke 11:14–28
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Do you renounce the devil? Yes, I renounce him.
Do you renounce all his works? Yes, I renounce them.
Do you renounce all his ways? Yes, I renounce them (LSB Agenda, p. 8, 29).
Such are the questions asked during the baptismal liturgy of those seeking baptism in
God’s Holy Name. There is an alternative baptismal rite written by Martin Luther that
forgoes the questions and simply issues a stern command: “Depart, you unclean spirit,
and make room for the Holy Spirit in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Spirit” (LSB Agenda, p. 13). Once the devil has been renounced and cast out, the
person being baptized receives the sign of the holy cross “both upon your forehead
and upon your heart to mark you as one redeemed by Christ the crucified” (LSB
Agenda, p. 6, 13).
Today’s gospel text describes why we must cling to God’s Word in our day to day
lives of faith and obedience. And the remembrance of our baptism provides a Biblical
framework for understanding the devil, his works, and his ways. In Luke 11, Jesus is
casting out a demon who caused the one possessed to be mute and probably deaf. The
Lord Jesus cast out the demon and the man spoke to everyone’s amazement (vs. 14).
This man’s affliction was no medical complexity but the direct result of demonic
possession. Only the powerful word of the Savior could change this situation. Jesus
saved this man from a demon.
Using the baptismal liturgy mentioned just a few moments ago, I want to remind you
all of the promises contained in and with baptismal water. Whoever is baptized in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit has God the Father’s promise
that He is working the forgiveness of sins, rescuing from death and the devil, and
giving eternal salvation to all who believe. The devil, his works and works, are
renounced and the Holy Spirit fills us with His grace unto eternal life. These are the
promises that we ought to remember and give thanks for all the more diligently in the
midst of the fearful, uncertain days which we are currently facing.
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We have the mandate from Christ Himself to comfort and encourage each other with
the pronouncement of God’s grace. When we feel overwhelmed and overcome by
fear, the devil, or any form of spiritual or temporal uncertainty, then we are to
encourage each other to hear God’s Word, to remember our baptism and proclaim that
we have the forgiveness of all sins because of Christ, and we should earnestly seek the
body and blood of Jesus in the Holy Supper. When such faith and confidence are
found in God’s Word, it is impossible for the devil to hold dominion over us (Luther
in House Postils, v. 5, p. 331).
The crowd witnessed Christ’s powerful word in action when our Lord cast out a
demon. Some marveled. But others scoffed at this event declaring that Jesus “casts out
demons by Beelzebul, the prince of demons” (vs. 15). The crowd is accusing Jesus of
using the power of Satan himself to further the Kingdom of God. Such a claim is a
sacrilegious sneer against Christ and the Holy Spirit who anointed Jesus for the
purpose of doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil (Acts 10:38).
Our Lord’s answer is powerful and direct. First, Satan is not divided against himself.
Common sense teaches “every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and a
divided household falls (vs. 17). Satan’s kingdom is absolutely unified in its goals of
destroying faith, obscuring God’s truth, defiling bodies, consciences, and souls,
inflaming pride, avarice, wrath and anger, lust and covetousness, death, despair, and
every form of shame and destructive vice.
Second, Jesus declares that His own ministry is one empowered by the finger of God.
“But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has
come among you” (vs. 20). The 10 Commandments were originally written by the
finger of God (Ex. 31:8, Dt. 9:10). The Egyptian magicians told Pharaoh that the
plague of gnats that afflicted their land was the finger of God working against them
(Ex. 8:19). The same divine power at work in those situations was at work in the life
and ministry of the Lord Jesus. God’s kingdom had come among them in Jesus! Satan
is driven out. The life and love and victory of God’s kingdom has arrived…in Jesus.
That’s what taking place in baptism, in preaching and worship, in receiving Christ’s
body and blood, God’s kingdom comes among us!
Dear saints, this is why we continue to meet publicly together for worship when so
many are afraid of the Coronavirus. God’s Word promises that Christ’s kingdom
comes among us graciously and powerfully in the tangible things of His Word read
aloud and preached, and in the body and blood of Jesus given through consecrated
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bread and wine. Wherever God’s people gather in His name around His precious gifts,
there Christ is present with the finger of God casting out the works and ways of the
devil. For Christ’s continuing work among us, we pray, praise, and give thanks in
great joy and confidence.
There can be no neutrality or fence sitting when it comes to Jesus. “Whoever is not
with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters” (vs. 23). It’s
either God’s kingdom or Satan’s tyranny. The Biblical description of what life is like
in this world is very black and white. Satan or Christ. Saints of God, we must teach
our children and grandchildren the truth. There is a furious battle waging around us
every day. Saving faith in Jesus is the only rescue from sin, Satan, and eternal death.
Any rejection of Jesus is the work of Satan.
Dear saints of God, we must heed Christ’s warning here. There is nothing more
important than fearing, loving, and trusting in God above all things. The Holy Spirit
creates such devotion in our hearts as Christ’s kingdom continues among us through
hearing His Word and receiving His Sacraments. To you husbands and wives, parents
and grandparents, do not allow jobs, school, extracurricular activities, entertainment,
or whatever keep your loved ones from God’s kingdom found in Christ’s Word and
Sacraments. Do not allow the cares and concerns of this world, much of which is good
and wholesome, distract you from Church, prayer, God’s Word, public worship, etc.
Remember our Lord’s warning, “Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever
does not gather with me scatters.” And remember our Lord’s encouragement,
“Blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep it” (vs. 28). The blessed life is
one found living in, with, and under God’s Word. We must never forget that Jesus is
the Stronger One who has overcome Satan, his works and ways. When you were
baptized, Christ was overcoming Satan and casting him out. Thanks be to God!!
There is so much that has happened since last Sunday. The Coronavirus outbreak has
provoked fear and panic on almost every hand. Thousands have died. Millions are
being adversely affected; medically, financially, and spiritually. Make no mistake
about it, dear saints. This is a spiritual conflict as well. The Coronavirus outbreak is
revealing to us what we individually and as nations and cultures fear, love, and trust.
Medicine, food, health, hygienic supplies, even life itself, are being prized as the
highest goods rather than God Himself who promises to give us all good things as He
determines. Dear saints, remember who you are to whom you belong. As baptized
Christians, we have exceedingly great and precious promises given to us from God’s
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Word. II Timothy 1:7 declares that “God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and
love and self-control.”
What should be the Christian’s response to this outbreak? First, confession and
repentance. Disease is the result of sin. The Bible teaches us from cover to cover that
when disaster happens, we should humble ourselves under God’s hand of judgment,
confess our sins, and seek His grace and mercy.
Second, seek as the highest priority Christ’s kingdom and righteousness. Do not
abandon or forsake the things of God. God’s Word and prayer should be your daily
routine. Unless compelled by circumstances beyond your control, come to the Divine
Service every Sunday.
Third, pray for everyone affected, including the sick and those seeking to provide
treatments and cures. Continue your Lenten fasting coupled with prayer.
Fourth, honor lawful and legitimate authorities. We may think that some decisions
made by various authorities are unnecessary or even foolish. Nonetheless, the 4 th
Commandment requires us to honor and obey those who have legitimate authority. Do
not be quick to judge harshly the actions of others. Trust that authorities are making
decisions in good faith even if we don’t understand or agree with the decision. Give
attention to the need for increased hygiene, restricted personal contact, and other
directives as they arise. Use good judgment in protecting yourselves and others.
Fifth, love your neighbor. Look out for and help one another. Don’t be afraid to seek
help nor to give it. Remember, this is affecting people’s health as well as their jobs
and livelihood. The time for neighbor to help neighbor is upon us.
Finally, God the Father has given us this opportunity to shine the light of hope and
grace and peace in the midst of fear, doubt, and uncertainty. Jesus in Matt. 5:16 taught
that people should see our good works and glorify Him because of them!! And the
apostle Peter in I Peter 3:15 encouraged Christians who were suffering persecution for
their Christian faith to ready to give an answer for the hope that lies within them. Our
hope is Christ! He has already conquered sin, Satan, and death itself. Thus, with the
apostle Paul, we can boldly declare in Romans 8 that nothing in this world, not life
nor death, nor angel nor demon, not anything in all creation can separate us from
God’s love in Christ. With King David, we declare, “In God I trust, I shall not be
afraid” (Psalm 56:11). This is our time to shine the light of Christ!!
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We gather today to hear God’s Word and to see, by faith, the finger of God at work
among us. God in Christ forgiving our sins, renewing our hearts and minds,
strengthening our faith, claiming us as His own dear children. This is the truth of the
matter. Christ in us the hope of glory for you are all marked by the sign of the holy
cross. May our Lord’s work always abound among us with joy and thanksgiving.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
Grace Lutheran Church – Pine Bluffs, WY
Lent III–Midweek (members of St. John’s Kimball, Zion Grover, Immanuel Burns present)
March 18, 2020 – due to the Coronavirus outbreak, this is the last sermon of the series
Text: John 6:47–59; SC VI, Part III
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Well, there were supposed to be two more midweek Lenten services after tonight. Pr.
Winter and I had laid out a great thematic order of Lenten services designed for the
sake of learning all the more deeply the blessings of the Lord’s Supper. But we won’t
get those additional services. Tonight’s service will conclude this year’s midweek
Lenten series. So, what do you say in one sermon when you thought you had two
more? Especially on a topic that is overflowing with Christ’s love and saving Gospel
in superabundance. Well, you won’t get three full sermons! In such a situation it
seems best to go back to the basics. There we will find all we need for understanding
the Lord’s Supper and why it’s so essential for our Christian discipleship.
We’ve already considered the origins of the Lord’s Supper. The Lord Jesus Himself
established His Supper on the night in which He and His disciples were celebrating a
Passover meal. Jesus brought the Passover to its fulfilment in Himself and in His
Supper. For Jesus took bread and said, “This is My body.” He took a cup of wine and
said, “This is My blood.” His true, essential body and blood are given to us Christians
to eat and to drink. Fathers and mothers, grandfathers and grandmothers are to tell
their children and grandchildren what the Lord’s Supper is. The Church is to proclaim
the Lord’s death and resurrection to the world until He comes again on the Last Day
through the eating and drinking of the Lord’s Supper. This bread and wine are the
body and blood of Jesus crucified and resurrected for the salvation of the world!
That’s what the Lord’s Supper is: a feast in the saving body and blood of Jesus to be
received into eternity.
Also of particular consideration is the benefit of receiving the Lord’s Supper. Christ
Jesus Himself told us when He instituted the Lord’s Supper on the night of His
betrayal: given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins. And where there is divine
forgiveness of sins there is also true life and salvation from sin, death, and the devil.
The chief and primary benefit of the Lord’s Supper is the forgiveness of sins. For
when we receive Christ’s forgiveness, which He won for us through His perfect life
and sacrificial death and resurrection, we receive the totality of God’s glorious
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kingdom. For not only are our sins washed away by the precious blood of Jesus but
our entire lives, our bodies and souls, are redeemed unto eternal life. Death and hell
no longer have any claim upon us. The complete righteousness of Jesus becomes ours
as His divine gift. When you receive Christ’s body and blood, you are receiving His
forgiveness, His life, His righteousness, His kingdom, His inheritance. Through Christ
Jesus we receive all good and godly things in full measure. Christ Jesus holds
nothings back!
All of these things we have considered thus far are objectively true. The Lord’s
Supper is grounded in the very word of Christ Jesus. Even more, it’s established in
His very death and resurrection. Nothing in heaven and earth can destroy those
powerful, precious words of Jesus, “This is My body, This is My blood, given and
shed for your for the forgiveness of your sins.” Unbelief and scorn, indifference and
mockery cannot change or destroy the powerful, life-giving words of Jesus. When
debating with Ulrich Zwingli about the nature and essence of the Lord’s Supper,
Martin Luther wrote on a chalk board the words of Jesus in Latin, “This is My body”
(Hoc est corpus meum). Every time Zwingli attempted to say that those words of
Jesus could not be taken literally, Luther would interrupt him, point to those words,
and say “Hoc est corpus meum” still stand and nothing you say can change His
precious words. Christ says what He means and He means what He says. The essence
and nature of the Lord’s Supper are objectively true, based upon the person, work, and
word of Jesus. This is absolutely true.
But what we must also consider tonight is how do we Christians separated by time
and space from Christ’s original institution receive the objective promises attached to
the eating and drinking of Christ’s body and blood? The Small Catechism we read
together helps answer that question. Luther asked the question, “How can bodily
eating and drinking do such great things?” Answer:
Certainly not just eating and drinking do these things, but the words written here:
“Given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins.” These words, along with the
bodily eating and drinking, are the main thing in the Sacrament. Whoever believes
these words has exactly what they say: “forgiveness of sins.”
Did you hear that great answer? Whoever believes these words has exactly what they
say! Forgiveness of sin. Faith in the word of Christ is the main thing. Faith receives
what Christ promises and gives in His body and blood through the bread and wine.
It’s that gloriously simple and yet profound. Faith, simple trust. That’s why Luther
was so adamant in his debate with Zwingli. The word of Christ still stands and cannot
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be altered or destroyed. Otherwise, faith would be destroyed. How could we have
faith in Jesus and His word if our Lord wasn’t clear in what He said and meant? Faith
in these words: given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins. Faith in Jesus is the
main thing for His word is true.
In John 6, the gospel reading tonight, Jesus described Christian faith in a very
powerful, almost visceral way. It began when our Lord said, “Truly, truly, I say to
you, whoever believes has eternal life. I am the bread of life… I am the living bread
that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And
the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh” (vs. 47–48, 51). Faith
unto eternal life is focused upon Jesus. Whoever believes has eternal life. But then,
Jesus describes this faith using the metaphor of eating bread. God the Father gave
living bread, greater than the manna, the bread the children of Israel ate during their
wilderness wanderings. Faith consumes this bread given by the Father. That divine
bread is none other than His beloved Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.
This is the eating of faith, a faith that consumes what is promised in Christ Jesus. So
when you hear the Gospel and believe it, you are eating, consuming the Lord Jesus by
faith. I know this sounds incredible. But that’s what Jesus said, “If anyone eat of this
bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is
my flesh.” Faith consumes Jesus. This is true whenever we hear God’s Word and
believe it, and this certainly applies to a faithful reception of the Lord’s Supper.
Though, in the case of the Lord’s Supper, faith is joined to the bodily eating and
drinking. John 6 and the Words of Institution, “This is My body … This is My blood
given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins” are joined together. The eating of
faith is joined to the bodily eating and drinking of bread and wine.
Dear saints of God, this is why our devotion to the Lord’s Supper must be nurtured
and protected. It is the bodily means of strengthening your most holy faith. Even as
Christ commanded that preaching and baptism take place in His name to the end of
time, so must the celebration of His Supper be observed until His return in glory.
These are His gospel gifts to strengthen our faith. Jesus is the bread of life we are to
consume in faith. For Jesus is the bread given by the Father for the life of the world.
Our commitment to the regular and faithful celebration of the Lord’s Supper is
established on the truth that saving faith in Jesus is the highest, greatest treasure
offered to the people of this world, sinners who need to know and experience the love
of God found only in Christ Jesus, our Lord. So we offer the Lord’s Supper, coupled
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with Baptism, and preaching out of love toward God and one another. The gospel is
the purest gift of love we can give the world.
There is so much more I wanted to say. I wish I had two dozen more services to extol
and exalt the blessings of the Lord Supper. In closing, I simply want to encourage
you. Give prayerful, diligent attention to the nature and blessings of the Lord’s
Supper. Christ gives Himself, His very body and blood for the forgiveness of your
sins. Let us not lose sight of what Christ is saying as we consider questions of who
should commune, what elements do we use in communion, how often we should
commune, and why we should commune. When considering these very important
questions, remember Christ’s word and promise.
Who should commune? Those who have faith in the words of Christ and everything
those words include. That includes doctrines like baptism, sin, the person and work of
Jesus, and so forth. Those not baptized and instructed are asked to refrain for the time
being.
What elements should we use? Christ Jesus used and commanded bread and grape
wine. Nothing else should be used. Christ’s Word is clear. And why bring doubt or
uncertainty into this most precious promise: for the forgiveness of sins?!
Why should we commune? The great need of forgiveness, life, and salvation. The
devil doesn’t rest in his quest to destroy our faith. Why should we absent ourselves
from the very precious gift of forgiveness that Jesus won for us in His life, death, and
resurrection? Even in the midst of this coronavirus epidemic, the body and blood of
Jesus are a soothing, powerful source of hope, comfort, and victory. Receive them
whenever and as often as you can.
How often should we commune? Simple, as often as we need the forgiveness of sins.
As often as we need Jesus. Remember Jesus’ words, “This do, as often as you eat and
drink, in remembrance of Me.” The Church’s historic practice, based upon the
apostolic example, are the promises attached to the Lord’s Supper is every Sunday
and other festival days. This is not about legalism. But a joyous and eager desire to
receive all that Christ wishes to give to His people.
Throughout these sermons, my goal has been to encourage our quad-parish members
to be known as people defined by the Lord’s Supper. It’s the meal we explain to our
children. It’s the meal that proclaims the Lord’s death and resurrection until He comes
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again. We are the people who consume the Lord Jesus in faith. For He gives Himself
for the life of the world. His Word stands true. His body and blood given and shed for
you for the forgiveness of sins. Blessings to you all dear, dear saints of God. May His
body and blood be for you souls the highest good!!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Laetare (Fourth Sunday in Lent)
March 22, 2020
Text: John 6:1–15
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

There is much grumbling taking place in our world at present. It’s quite
understandable at a certain level. The effects of the quarantines and social distancing
are far reaching. People are suffering and dying. Jobs are being lost, the immediate
future for many is uncertain. The structures of our western society are being strained
including our medical, educational, governmental, financial, and economic
institutions. Our families and churches aren’t immune either; saints who would rather
be here are not because of the virus. High school and college graduates are looking at
the very real possibility of their graduation ceremonies being canceled. Other lifetime
events are canceled. Vacations, awards ceremonies, etc. Families are separated
especially the elder in nursing homes and hospitals. Yes. There is a good deal of
grumbling.
As Christian believers who hold to the teachings of Holy Scripture, we know that
grumbling is a deadly sin. The OT appointed for today is Exodus 16. It’s the account
of God’s people grumbling because of their situation after leaving Egypt. They are
tired and hungry. Their circumstances are so dire that they even said, in Exodus 16:3,
“Would that we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat
by the meat pots and ate bread to the full, for you have brought us out into this
wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.” It would have been better to die
as Egyptian slaves in the plagues than be out here in the wilderness suffering hunger
as God’s free people. The Lord heard their cries for food. He provided them with
manna which the Bible calls in other places “the grain of heaven” and “the bread of
the angels” (Psalm 78). The Lord, in His great mercy, provided them with food even
though they grumbled against Him in unbelief and resentment.
Here is where we must make some distinctions, however. The Lord God expects us,
yea, even commands us to call upon Him in our day of trouble (Ps. 50:15) and to cast
all our cares on Him (I Peter 5:7). So what is the difference between laying our cares
and concerns before the Lord and grumbling? For it was a legitimate need the children
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of Israel had in the wilderness. It’s quite possible they had millions of mouths to feed
with little or no means to fill those hungry mouths.
Grumbling, that is the kind of complaining that is sinful, arises out of an expectation
that we deserve better. These evils things shouldn’t be happening to us!! The Lord’s
provisions and care are insufficient for our needs. Sinful grumbling is focused upon
the self. We deserve better. This shouldn’t be happening to me. Grumbling arises out
of sin, anger, selfishness, impatience, and unbelief. Saints of God, we must repent of
all such attitudes and expectations. They are poison, killing soul, mind, and body.
But we are commanded by God to call upon Him with our needs. The difference is
one of focus. Faith looks away from ourselves and focuses upon the mercies of God.
Casting our cares and anxieties upon God in our day of trouble necessarily means
articulating to God the need but with confidence and faith in His love and grace. Thy
will be done for You are our loving heavenly Father. He promises to provide for all
our needs of body and soul according to His wisdom and grace. Should we be praying
to God for deliverance from the pestilence that the coronavirus has become? Yes.
Absolutely. But not from a grumbling spirit of “we deserve better than all this mess
we’re in” but one of confidence and faith in God. He is our heavenly Father. His will
is always best.
No matter what arises out of the present crisis, our Father will be with us. And He will
never leave us nor forsake us. We have the promise of Christ Himself revealed in
God’s Word. Christ Jesus told us that He will be with us to the end of the ages, in
Matthew 28:19–20, in the specific gifts of our holy baptism and His Word that is
taught, preached, believed, and obeyed. Listen again specifically to Jesus’ Great
Commission as it is sometimes called. But listen with particular attention on how He
promises to be with us.
19

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20teaching them to observe all that I
have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age”
(Matt. 28:19–20).
Christ Jesus is with us! He has always been with us by means of the baptism given to
us in God’s holy name and through His Word that is heard and believed. That is all
the more true and certain during these uncertain days. Dear saints, remember your
baptism and all that is included in it. Hear God’s Word and feast upon it as the food
that is greater than the bread of angels and the grain of heaven.
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In today’s gospel text from John 6, the Lord Jesus fed 5,000 men plus women and
children by means of a boy’s lunch, five loaves and two fish. To be sure, the crowd
needed to fill their stomachs. Philip, one of the Lord’s disciples who had a very
practical outlook on things, pointed out that they only had two hundred denarii,
roughly 7 months’ worth of wages. Hardly enough to feed 10-15,000 people. It seems
nobody really planned on such a gathering. Andrew, the first of our Lord’s disciples,
is the one who found the five loaves and two fish.
The Lord Jesus, by the power of His Word, multiplies the fish and bread and thus
provides food for the crowd. It’s an amazing miracle to be sure. But the rest of John 6
reveals that Jesus had much more in mind than simply providing a single meal for a
single day. Rather, this miracle points to something greater and much more
mysterious. The Lord Jesus not only can provide bread, He is the bread, the bread of
heaven given whereby those who eat it will never die. The multiplication of bread and
fish is but a sign pointing to the life and salvation that is found only in the Lord Jesus
Christ. A few verses later in John 6, Jesus says:
Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not
hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst….51I am the living bread
that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And
the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”
35

One thing the coronavirus has brought back to our attention is that this earthly life and
all the things we took for granted are quite fragile, even uncertain. A couple of weeks
ago, we were complaining about losing an hour of sleep with the time-change. Now,
all of life is altered with very little warning and with a speed that very few could have
anticipated. But there is an even greater need than medical masks, hand sanitizer, and
better personal hygiene. We need desperately God’s Word, specifically, the Lord
Jesus, the bread of life. We need His forgiveness, life, and salvation. And He promises
to give His love and life with absolute abundance. Christ Jesus does not ration His
love. For His death and resurrection on the cross was for the forgiveness of all of
humanity’s sins. In these difficult days, run to Jesus. Feast on Him as the bread of
eternal life. Only He can calm wounded consciences, heal broken relationships, and
give peace that surpasses understanding. The gospel text reminds us that the
multitudes ate “as much as they wanted” (vs. 11) so that “they had eaten their fill” (vs.
12). And when it was all said and done, the disciples gathered up all the leftover
fragments filling 12 baskets full so that nothing would be lost (vs. 13). The Lord Jesus
loves and forgiveness in super abundance. And that which is placed into His hands
will never be wasted or lost.
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Saints of God, it is quite possible that we may have to cancel our services in the near
future. We will offer services as long as we can under whatever circumstances
available to us. But as things progress with this virus and all the quarantines, we may
have to cancel services. I want you well prepared if that happens. First of all, I will
provide on-line streaming of various worship services, thanks to the help from some
of our faithful members. Second, and most important of all, families need to be
reading God’s Word and praying together. Husband and wives, fathers and mothers,
heads of households. This is the time to begin, if you haven’t already, to pray together
as a family. Jesus is the bread of life. As we trust that He will nourish us physically,
so we trust He will provide food for us through His holy Word.
Based up the promises of God’s Word, I trust that the Lord will work many good
things out of this evil. Saints, this is the time to begin and strengthen the habit of
holding family worship. It need not be complicated or frightening. Use the Portals of
Prayer, or the Treasury of Daily Prayer. Or simply follow the daily lectionary listed in
your hymnals. Read the Scriptures together. Pray the Lord’s Prayer and other prayers;
the collects printed in your bulletin. Sing aloud or even read hymn of the week that’s
also listed in your Sunday church bulletin. Contact me in person if you need more
assistance. Man does not live by bread alone. But by every Word that proceeds from
the mouth of God. Jesus is that Word spoken by the Father for our life and salvation.
Feast on His wholesome, life-giving bread. For Jesus is greater than the grain of
heaven and the bread of angels. He is the bread of life.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Judica (Fifth Sunday in Lent)
March 29, 2020
Text: John 8:42–58
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The context of today’s gospel text from John 8 shows that Jesus is in verbal debate
with the Jewish leaders. But that’s only the external situation. The hidden, spiritual
reality is one of open warfare between truth and error, life and death, God and Satan.
The Lord Jesus Himself alerts us to this spiritual reality.
Truth and Error
We begin with the contrast between truth and error. The Lord Jesus claims to speak
the truth. Vs. 45, “I tell the truth.” And then vs. 47, “Whoever is of God hears the
words of God.” The Lord Jesus makes the most remarkable claim of being the one
sent by God the Father to speak the Father’s truth to the world! The Lord Jesus is the
Father’s final, authoritative revelation of His will to save and love a world that has
chosen to follow the way of sin, evil, suffering, and death. Whoever believes in God
will hear and believe the words of Jesus. For Jesus speaks the Father’s truth.
If one does not hear the words of Jesus in faith and obedience, then one necessarily
follows the way of the devil. There is no middle, transitional space according to Jesus.
For our Lord said to the Jews of His day that they could not understand His words
because “You are of your father the devil…. He has nothing to do with the truth,
because there is not truth in him…for he is a liar and the father of lies” (vs. 43–44).
This is a challenging teaching to be sure. For we moderns like options and
alternatives. But there is only following God in truth as it is revealed by the Lord
Jesus through Holy Scripture or being subject to the devil through deception and error.
As believers in Jesus, we must always be alert to this spiritual reality that underlies
life in this world. The devil seeks to destroy your present and eternal life with his
deceptions and errors. While the Lord Jesus speaks to you the wholesome words of
God.
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Life and Death
The next contrast is between life and death. Remember, we are looking beyond the
mere external situation of Jesus debating Jewish religious authorities to the spiritual
truth that can only be known through the Word of Christ. The Lord Jesus reveals to us
that there is a real battle between life and death. In vs. 51–52, the Lord Jesus says,
“Truly, truly, I say to you, if anyone keeps my word, he will never see death…If
anyone keeps my word, he will never taste death.” Now that’s an extraordinarily
remarkable promise. Hearing and keeping Christ’s Word, which is the word of truth
from God the Father, exempts one from tasting and seeing death.
This promise can only make sense in light of our Lord’s death and resurrection.
Because Jesus bore our sins on His cross and rose from the dead, He has completed
conquered the devil, who holds the power of death. As death no longer has any
dominion over Jesus, so it no longer has dominion those who hear and keep His
words. Though our physical bodies will one day die, death is wondrously and
mysteriously transformed. In fact, holy Scripture describes the physical death of
Christians as falling asleep in I Thess. 4 and I Cor. 15. For Christian believers, even
their death is in God’s Word (Luther, Postils v. 5, p. 359). And God’s Word is truth
and gives life. That’s the outstanding victory given to us in Christ Jesus!!
But for those who do not hear the words of Jesus, they are enslaved by the devil. And
Jesus says, in vs. 44, the devil “was a murderer from the beginning.” The devil
continues to tell the primeval lie that there are alternatives to God’s Word. You can
take it or leave it. But the devil’s goal is to kill you. The Lord Jesus has exposed the
devil’s schemes! His murderous intents are thwarted for Jesus comes to give life, and
that more abundantly.
God and the Devil
The last contrast is between Christ Jesus, as God in human flesh, and the devil. The
Lord Jesus reveals to us what could not be understood without His Word. Jesus said in
vs. 42, “I came from God.” And then in vs. 58, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before
Abraham was, I am.” This is the foundation upon which the previous claims are
established. Jesus, the man from Galilee, was sent by God not as some inferior
intermediator or demi-god. Rather, Jesus is truly God, the Son of God, the selfexistent God, the I AM revealed in Holy Scripture. Jesus speaks the Father’s truth and
gives life for He is truth and life. In perfect union and fellowship with the Father and
the Holy Spirit, Jesus, God’s Son, gives His truth, life, and love for sinners like us.
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From the very beginning, the devil masquerades as a messenger of abundant life and
happiness but he only gives death. Jesus exposed the Devil as “a murdered from the
beginning” (vs. 44). The Devil never gives life. For God, and only God, is the selfexistent One, the I AM. The Lord Jesus came to give us His divine life and love.
The spiritual realities revealed to us by Jesus through His Word remain true to this
day. The Lord Jesus teaches us that He is the truth and life for He is very God of very
God. Our Lord and Savior. To Him we turn for comfort, forgiveness, life and divine
love. In each and every moment, we can either descend into anxiety and despair –
which is the devil’s desire, or we can grow in greater obedience and trust in Christ
Jesus. The words of Jesus are divine life-giving words. They will sustain and bless us
even in the midst of our present crisis. He is the God in whom we take refuge.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Palmarum (Palm Sunday)
April 5, 2020
Text: John 12:12–19
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Palm Sunday. What a scene it must have been. Hundreds, maybe thousands shouting
Jesus’ praises. The young and old gathered palm branches and waved them in festive
jubilation while shouting those glorious words from Psalm 118, “Hosanna! Blessed is
he who comes in the name of the Lord.” Things would never be the same again. The
King of kings has finally come.
We don’t know what the crowd on that first Palm Sunday was thinking when they
shouted their praises to the Lord Jesus. Except that John tells us that many in the
crowd shouted “Hosanna!” because they’ve heard the reports that Jesus raised Lazarus
from the dead. This man Jesus sounds like the long-awaited Savior of the world. And
so He is. Praise be to God!
Jesus had been to Jerusalem before during previous Passover celebrations. But palm
branch processions and shouts of Hosanna had never been shouted on those occasions.
This time is different. Jesus raised Lazarus of Bethany, just a few miles away from
Jerusalem. That event signaled this Passover will be different. Maybe, just maybe,
Jesus is the long-awaited Son of David, the future King of Israel. Whatever the crowd
may have been thinking on that great and glorious day, we know now that the hope of
the nations was staring right at them in the person of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Salvation history came to fulfilment on that day. King Jesus entered Jerusalem not to
wage war against her citizens nor even against the hated Romans. No blood would be
shed on His account. His warfare would not be according to the ways of this world.
Make no mistake about it, however, Jesus was going into Jerusalem to win for
Himself an eternal kingdom. He would wage war against the powers of sin, pestilence,
death, and the devil. His only weapon of warfare would be His complete loving
obedience to His heavenly Father and devotion to His people. Jesus rides into
Jerusalem to shed His blood and give His life for us and for our salvation. St. Paul
describes it this way in Philippians 2:8, “And being found in human form, he humbled
himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” Never
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forget dear saints, Jesus loves you and me and every single human being. He loved to
such an extent, He gave Himself willingly unto death upon Calvary’s cross.
Nothing in heaven or earth, life or death, things present nor things to come, can take
away from us Jesus, His love, and His atoning death. Nor can the trials of the present
take away from us the majesty of Christ’s resurrection and glorification. St. Paul
reminds us in Philippians 2:9–10, “Therefore God has highly exalted him and
bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth.” Even in the
midst of quarantines and social distancing, while the normal way of life as we knew
lies shattered around us, and even as we are painfully reminded that life in this world
is fragile indeed … through all these troubling days, we Christians bow our knees
before King Jesus in adoration and joyous victory. King Jesus remains our Lord and
Savior. All our hopes continue to rest securely and unmovably upon Him alone.
For Jesus entered Jerusalem to win for Himself a kingdom and a special, redeemed
people. You gathered here today, and those of you who listen via live stream are the
fruits of our Lord’s great victory. Palm Sunday marks the final march of our Lord to
win you and the world for Himself. That’s why things would never be the same again;
the world changed after Palm Sunday, Holy Week, and Easter.
This is how it is for us Christians. We always look at and interpret this temporal world
in light of what Jesus did for us during that first Palm Sunday and Holy Week. And
through the promise of the world to come. Even though we face hardship, trial, fear
and uncertainty – especially now – we celebrate and rejoice in our resurrection victory
even before we experience it in its fullness. We interpret the world through Jesus.
There is so much that has been taken away from us these past few weeks. Who would
have ever imagined that even our Holy Week celebrations would be so altered? The
services scheduled for this week will take place, but they are closed to the public and
only available through the internet. No Holy Communion on today, Palm Sunday,
Maundy Thursday, not even next week, Easter Sunday! It’s almost unthinkable. And
then there’s the loss of jobs and income. Not to mention once-in-a-life-time events
that can never be regained. Regardless of what we think about the current Coronavirus
pandemic and how it’s being handled, the fact remains that there is a dark shadow of
fear shrouding our world.
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In closing, I want to remind you all of some very basic things as we begin Holy Week.
God the Holy Trinity is at work, bringing forth His judgments, through this pandemic.
Lent and Holy Week are times in which we especially recognize the ugly reality of
our sinful nature and the devastation our sins bring into the world. And we repent and
seek, in faith, God’s grace and forgiveness revealed in Christ Jesus. Let us, this week
especially, mourn our sins and the evil that has befallen this world. In repentance,
pray for your family, your neighbors, your county, the entire world.
But let us also live in hope and faith. For nothing can take Jesus away from us. He
went to the cross obediently in love to save us. God the Father, through the power of
the Holy Spirit, raised Jesus from the dead and exalted Him to His right hand in glory
so that we can live triumphantly through Christ. This week especially, we humble
ourselves in repentance and also live in faith confessing that Jesus is Lord to the glory
of God the Father. Jesus is Lord. Not the coronavirus. Not the CDC. Not
governmental health directives. These we must honor for the sake of conscience and
for God’s glory. But only Jesus is our Lord. He can never be taken away from us.
The season of fasting from larger church gatherings and from regular celebrations of
Holy Communion will come to an end. But what does not change and will never
change is the love and grace and mercy and victory we have in our Lord Jesus Christ.
For the Holy Spirit sustains this most holy faith in our hearts and minds to the glory of
God the Father in heaven. This Holy Week will be like no other we have celebrated.
But what remains constant is the victory given to us by Christ Jesus. We enter this
Holy Week in this triumphant faith. Jesus is Lord.
I want to highlight a somewhat unique thing about our service today. Our closing
hymn, O Perfect Life of Love, actually has seven stanzas. We will sing only the first
five. I did this on purpose for I want these words to be the last you sing, “In perfect
love He dies; For me He dies, for me. O all atoning Sacrifice, I cling by faith to
Thee.” This week, yea for the rest of our lives, we “cling by faith to Thee” Lord Jesus.
Take note of those powerful words. And sing them by faith in Jesus to the glory of
God the Father. Hosanna, hosanna, blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.
A joyous and triumphant Holy Week to you all.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Quasimodo Geniti (Second Sunday of Easter)
April 19, 2020
Text: John 20:19–311
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Disclaimer! No Covid-19 or Coronavirus discussions in this sermon. Don’t get me
wrong, there are PLENTY of applications that could be made in light of this Gospel
text. I promise you, we will think deeply about what this crisis has revealed to us
about our most holy faith in Jesus, what it means to be the Church, the nature and
purpose of worship, of God’s Word, the sacraments, prayer, our vocations, and so
forth. But not today. Today, I simply want us worship Jesus and receive His gifts of
peace, forgiveness, and renewed strength. I will leave you to make the applications to
fit your life at this moment. There will be plenty. But today, I simply want to preach
Jesus, the risen Lord who conquered death, fear, sin, the devil, the world, and all evil.
The setting for today’s gospel text is straightforward. The first section of today’s
gospel, vs. 19–23, took place on Easter evening. The disciples gathered under the
cover of darkness in fear of the Jews (vs. 19). Were they afraid of being arrested?
Afraid of being identified as followers of a disgraced, executed criminal? We don’t
know for sure. But fear was their master.
Fear can create monsters from nothing. There is plenty of room here for reflection
about our current situation. Fear paralyses once stout, ready hearts. Did not the
disciples once say to Jesus, “We will follow You, Jesus, even to the death.” Bold
words until fear set in and gained the mastery. Virtue and courage vanished.
Into this despair and guilt, Jesus appeared suddenly, “Peace be with you” (vs. 19).
There could not have been a more needed, kindlier word. The peace of Jesus surpasses
human understanding. It guards your hearts and minds (Phil. 4:7). The Lord’s peace
dispels the darkness of fear. Our Lord gives what He says. And lest there be any doubt
1
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that this true, divine peace is established upon anything but our Lord death and
resurrection, Jesus shows the disciples His hands and side. This is the crucified Jesus
risen from the dead. Sin, death, the grave, and fear are conquered. Peace is given.
This is the Jesus we worship and adore. This gospel text powerfully reminds us that
Jesus wishes to comfort “all troubled, frightened, and fearful hearts” so “they may
hope for all good things and every kindness from Him” (Luther).
Saints of God, that first Easter evening teaches us what you should expect to receive
from Jesus: love, kindness, comfort, salvation, and encouragement. We learn to call
upon Him in all perils of body and soul and during all assaults on our faith
(paraphrase of Luther). In the hour of trouble, in the moment of greatest need, the
peace-giving, risen Lord will not forsake you. Jesus calls you to Himself, to
strengthen you, to uplift you, to give you His peace.
It is the devil who assaults you without mercy. His tools are fear, doubt, unbelief, sin,
lies, and misery. But in and with the risen Lord, we find the needed peace to stand
again the devil and all his wiles. For the living Jesus comes among us with the tokens
of His crucifixion, His nail-scarred hands and pierced side, to give us the peace of His
bodily resurrection from the dead. Good Friday and Easter always stand together; we
never separate the two. In the peace of Christ, you can and will stand against your
adversaries of death, fear, and the devil. This is the Jesus we worship and adore.
And yet we learn more about this risen Savior. Jesus sends His disciples to proclaim
His message of peace to the world. Listen again to Jesus as He established the gospel
ministry of peace in vs. 21–23, “‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even
so I am sending you.’ And when (Jesus) had said this, He breathed on them and said
to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven;
if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, it is withheld.’”
This risen Lord is so concerned with you receiving real, powerful words of peace that
He commissions His Church’s ministers to speak with His authority over fear, death,
and sin. Run to the preached word of Jesus, the crucified and risen Lord! As Jesus
forgave sinners during His earthly ministry so sinners today receive peace and
forgiveness until the end of time through His apostolic ministry. “If you forgive the
sins of anyone, they are forgiven.” Dear saints, your sins are forgiven and Christ’s
peace is given to you.
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And yet, Christ also authorizes His Church to withhold forgiveness. But only when
unbelief borne out of a refusal to repent and believe the gospel is openly manifested.
Then the Church is to withhold peace and forgiveness. Anyone who does not believe
in Jesus or any Christian who refuses to turn from their sin in repentance and faith, is
to hear that their sins are not forgiven. Forgiveness is withheld only for the purpose of
leading the sinner back to repentance and faith. Christ Himself established that His
ministry will work in this way, so that sinners may find peace that surpasses the
artificial pleasures of sin and unbelief.
Real words of peace are spoken through flesh and blood men authorized to speak in
the stead and by the command of the Lord Jesus Christ. “It is a great and excellent
thing for the mouth of every honest minister and preacher to be Christ’s mouth, and
his word of forgiveness to be Christ’s word of forgiveness” (Luther). God’s Word of
peace is the great heritage of Christ’s holy Church. Real words, real authority, real
forgiveness, real peace producing real faith and real Christian fruits of obedience,
virtue, and love.
In order that we may see how our Lord’s ministry works in the hearts of sinful
mankind, we turn to the second portion of today’s gospel text, vs. 24–31. Thomas was
not present when Jesus appeared on Easter evening (vs. 24). During the week after
Jesus’ first appearance, the disciples found Thomas and told him they had seen Jesus
alive and heard His word of peace; the Lord had shown them His crucifixion scars.
And He had commissioned them to speak peace to the world (vs. 25).
But Thomas, that good, honest man – I never liked calling him doubting Thomas –
saw his Master die. “Unless I see in his hands the mark of the nails, and place my
finger into the mark of the nails, and place my hand into his side, I will never believe”
(vs. 25). The resurrection of Jesus must be corroborated with proof. On the following
Sunday, Jesus appears again. And Thomas is present. Jesus calls Thomas to Himself
so that He might bring Thomas out of doubt, fear, and skepticism into faith, trust, and
peace. And our Lord speaks the same word of peace to Thomas that He did to the
other disciples the week before, “Peace be with you” (vs. 26). Our Lord “does not
desire to overturn or reject the weak in faith, but bears patiently with their weakness
… handling them gently and respectfully” (Luther).
Jesus brought Thomas back into the safety of faith and trust. Did we not hear those
precious words of worship and faith, “My Lord and my God!” (vs. 28). Those words
form the heart and core of our Christian faith to this day. Jesus seeks out sinners so
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that He can give them His eternal peace. All our sins, weaknesses, and fears are
forever cast away in the death and resurrection of the peace-giving Lord Jesus. Right
into the very midst of your life the risen Lord Jesus says, “Peace be with you.”
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Good Friday
April 10, 2020
Text: Isaiah 52:13–53:12
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

As we begin this meditation on our Lord’s crucifixion, I would like us to pray the
Collect appointed for Good Friday:
Let us pray: Almighty God, graciously behold this Your family for whom our
Lord Jesus Christ was willing to be betrayed and delivered into the hands of
sinful men to suffer death upon the cross; through the same Jesus Christ, Your
Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, one God,
now and forever. Amen.
The apostle Paul declared the Church to be the household of faith in Gal. 6:10 and the
household of God in Eph. 2:19. Last night, I preached that God’s people typically and
most naturally worship God with their families under the headship of fathers and
under the nurture and care of mothers; patriarchs and matriarchs lead and guide their
families into the local gathering of God’s household to hear preaching and teaching, to
pray, praise, and give thanks, and to receive sacraments under the divinely appointed
stewardship of pastors.
If the Church is the household of God, then who presides over it? That care and
nurture has been given to Christ Jesus, God the Father’s Son. Jesus is the patriarch,
the leading house-father who sees to it that His family is well cared for and protected.
Jesus exemplified His patriarchy over God’s household when He instituted the Lord’s
Supper. Jesus gives Himself, His body and blood for the forgiveness of His family’s
sins so that the members of the household can be well nourished. The Lord Jesus
taught in John 6:54–56:
54

Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise
him up on the last day. 55For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink.
56
Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him.
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Our Lord’s teaching certainly describes a salutary oral eating and drinking of His
body and blood in the Lord’s Supper. But it also includes the eating and drinking of
faith and trust. For Jesus, in the same John 6, declared (vs. 47–48, 50–51):
47

Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes has eternal life. 48I am the bread of
life…50This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it
and not die. 51I am the living bread…If anyone eats of this bread, he will live
forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.
Unlike so many caricatures of patriarchy presented in today’s world – abusing, selfish
men, etc., Jesus is the patriarch who gives of Himself even unto death for His family.
The collect with which we began this meditation prayed to the Father, “graciously
behold this Your family for whom our Lord Jesus Christ was willing to be betrayed
and delivered … to suffer death upon the cross.” Note those words: for whom! All
that Jesus did on Maundy Thursday and now Good Friday was for, on behalf of, in
service to, out of loving devotion to God’s beloved family. Jesus is the head over all
things to the Church declares Paul in Ephesians 1:22. Our Lord is the embodiment of
love and devotion for His family, the Church. His is the true patriarchy, not the
corrupted selfishness so prevalently found throughout human history.
The prophet Isaiah described our Lord’s patriarchy over the Church with prophetic
vision in chapters 52 and 53. He described the Lord’s appearance as being “so marred,
beyond human semblance, and his form beyond that of the children of mankind” (Is.
52:14). The ugliness of sin and evil so disfigured the Lord’s appearance. Yes, His
body was ripped to shreds by whips as the Romans scourged our Lord. Yes, the crown
of thorns pierced His head so deeply that it would have swelled to almost
unrecognizable proportions. The blood, the bruises, the wounds, the anguish of body
and soul so transformed this perfect man that the taunting crowd watching Him die
could question whether that was really a human being on the cross or not! Listen to
the prophetic description of our Lord from Psalm 22:6–7; these words I chanted last
night as the altar was being stripped. This was a symbolic gesture of our Lord being
taken away unto suffering and rejection. These are the words and thoughts of Jesus as
He is dying on the cross:
6
7

But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by mankind and despised by the people.
All who see me mock me; they make mouths at me; they wag their heads…
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Isaiah saw this transformation through the clear vision of the Holy Spirit (Is. 53:3):
3

He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with
grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we
esteemed him not.
Wise fathers and mothers would shield their children’s eyes from such a degrading
death. Such suffering and agony. Jesus, the man of sorrows! Our Lord endured the
agony of the cross to atone for our sins. But there is more to this story of a patriarch
dying for His family.
To what purpose then did Jesus so miserably die? Isaiah teaches us. And this is the
heart of the matter, dear family of God (Isaiah 53:4–6):
4

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him
stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. 5But he was pierced for our transgressions;
he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us
peace, and with his wounds we are healed. 6All we like sheep have gone astray; we
have turned—every one—to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the
iniquity of us all.
The Lord Jesus willingly, loving, even joyfully (i.e., Heb. 12:2) accepted this
responsibility for His family. Jesus would not abandon God’s household of faith who
have cried out to Him for mercy and deliverance even from the days of Adam and
Eve. In devotion and submission to His heavenly Father, Jesus, the incarnate Son of
the Father, willing accepted our griefs, our sorrows, our transgressions, our iniquities,
our smitings, our chastisement. All of them were laid upon Jesus by God the Father so
that Jesus becomes the man of sorrows, the man of affliction, the pierced and crucified
sacrifice for humanity’s sin and evil.
And we, the household of faith, rejoice in this amazing patriarchal love because
through the bitterness of the cross, we have peace and healing (vs. 5). We have peace
with God for our sins are forgiven and we stand before God the Father as perfectly
righteous and holy in His sight (Rom. 5:1). Isaiah foresaw this righteous standing of
God’s redeemed people. For he wrote, “Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and
be satisfied; by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, make many to be
righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities” (Is. 53:11). No sin can stand against us.
For our Lord Jesus has given answer for them. And He presides over the entire
household of God! The apostle Paul so marvels in the crucifixion of Jesus that he
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declares to the household of faith at Corinth that he would preach nothing but Christ
crucified (I Cor. 1:23). And to the Galatians he boldly declares “Far be it from me to
boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14). Any faithful hearing of
the preached cross of Jesus should bring peace, joy and rejoicing to our hearts and
minds.
We members of the household of faith have boldness and courage in this life and for
the life to come. For we have healing unto eternal life. “With his wounds we are
healed” declared Isaiah 53:5. As Jesus died and rose again to destroy death and the
one who has the power of death, the devil, so we know that our frail, mortal bodies
will be healed in the resurrection of the just on the Last Day. The tyranny of death is
over, dear people of God. It’s over!! Blessed be the Lord our God!!
Out of love for our neighbors, we Christians obey the current restrictions on public
gatherings. But we need not fear this virus, or any plague. We need not fear death
itself! Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father almighty. Through Christ
Jesus, our Lord and patriarch, we have the words of eternal life. We eat by faith upon
the bread of life, the Lord Jesus Himself. Nothing can separate the family of God from
the love of God found in Christ Jesus.
Good Friday is a salutary reminder that we ought to mourn our sin and the effects that
sin has brought into the world. The Coronavirus and it crippling effects upon our
world is but the most recent reminder. But that mourning must give way to the truth of
the cross. There, the Lord Jesus gave Himself for His Church, for His family. Though
His sacrifice was once for all and paid for the sins of all for all eternity, Jesus
continues to give of Himself through His Word, through His sacraments, through His
beloved people. He presides over the household of God in absolute faithfulness and
devotion. And we need not fear. Jesus is Lord to the glory of God the Father.
To bring this Good Friday meditation to a salutary conclusion, let us pray another
collect appointed for today, “Merciful and everlasting God … Grant that our hearts
may be so fixed with steadfast faith in Your only Son that we fear not the power of
sin, death, and the devil.”
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Maundy Thursday
April 9, 2020
Text: Exodus 12:1–14
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

One of the themes I was attempting to emphasize during our midweek Lenten services
– that is, before they were so abruptly interrupted by the Coronavirus – was that the
Old Testament Passover meal was celebrated by families. Exodus 12:3–4 records
these instructions of the Lord, “Tell all the congregation of Israel that on the tenth day
of this month every man shall take a lamb according to their fathers’ house, a lamb for
a household. And if the household is too small for a lamb, then he and his nearest
neighbor shall take according to the number of persons; according to what each can
eat you shall make your count for the lamb.”
Two things should be noted about this divine worship First, God’s people always
worshiped the Lord of heaven and earth as families. Not as autonomous individuals
but as individuals within families under the headship of pious fathers with their godfearing wives. Did you hear the reference “to their fathers’ houses” in vs. 3? That
God’s people should worship as families under the headship of fathers really
shouldn’t surprise us. After all, God identified Himself in the Old Testament as the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Patriarchs, leading fathers of the households of
faith. Jacob, whom God renamed Israel, had twelve sons. And thus God identified
Himself as the God of Israel, the Lord over the twelve patriarchal tribes of Israel.
Don’t misunderstand me as saying that individual faith was unimportant. Perish the
thought. But each person’s saving faith in God always began and was nurtured within
the family. And each person’s faith had the same origin and focus: God as He
revealed Himself to His people.
Second, families worshiped God in fellowship with other families. In other words,
family household units worshiped God in the same way that other god-fearing family
households worshiped. Families formed the communion of saints. There were no
autonomous households doing their own thing. Families worshiped as God
commanded them. And this divine worship was taking place within the families of
other godly men, women, and children. Did we not hear God’s instructions, in vs. 4,
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which said that smaller families could join together to celebrate the Passover? They
could join together for each family was worshiping the same God in the same way, in
obedience to God’s Word and will.
Our time is ravaged by the exaltation of the autonomous individual. And this affects
our households, our churches, and our community. So often, people seek out their
careers with little or no regard for the larger family. Wedding traditions are thrown
aside for the new and novel. Our day and age teach that we must discover ourselves
and be ourselves with little or no external reference. Not to God and religion, parents
and family, biology and human nature, community or country. One of the devasting
effects of this mindset is an ever-increasing sense of isolation, loneliness, and despair.
Before the Coronavirus pestilence captured our attention, there was a good deal of
focus being given to the scourge of loneliness and deaths of despair, which are on the
rise. The Coronavirus is only making these desperate problems worse.
God’s Word is the light to help us out of the darkness of rampant individualism and
family autonomy. As individuals, we worship God within families. And multiple
families worship God together as the Lord God Himself wishes to be worshiped.
There is great beauty, strength, and dignity in submitting oneself and one’s family to
God’s will and purpose.
This pattern of individuals within families and families within community worshiping
God continues into the New Testament. In the book of Acts, the Holy Spirit inspired
history of the church as she lived under the immediate supervision of the apostles, we
read of several households that came to saving faith in Jesus. It really began in Acts 2
when the apostle Peter preached, “For the promise is for you (mostly Jewish men are
being addressed here) and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone
whom the Lord our God calls to himself” (Acts 2:39). We also read about Cornelius,
the God-fearing centurion who worshiped God along with his entire household. And
when he heard the preaching of Peter, Cornelius and his entire hold were baptized into
the Christian faith (Acts 10 & 11). Something very similar is described with the
households of the Philippian jailer and Lydia, the matriarch of her family and seller of
purple good, in Acts 16, and Crispus and his household in Acts 18. All heard Christ’s
gospel, believed, and were baptized into the Christian faith. The apostle Paul writes in
I Corinthians 1 that he baptized the entire household of Stephanas. In Colossians 4:5,
we learn of the godly woman Nympha, a true matriarch of the church. For she had
sufficient means to host the Colossian congregation in her house so that they could
hear the preached Word and receive the Sacraments under the stewardship of Christ’s
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called and ordained pastors. The apostle sent his loving greetings in Romans 16:3–5 to
Priscilla and Aquila, a godly husband and wife, who hosted a congregation of
Christians families in their home. Finally, Paul explicitly calls the holy Christian
Church “the household of faith” in Galatians 6:10 and “the household of God” in
Ephesians 2:19. In those two references, we learn that individuals and individual
families/households were brought into fellowship with the larger household of God.
As this is Maundy Thursday, the day in Holy Week in which we celebrate the
institution of the Lord’s Supper, let us consider that our Lord Jesus Christ gave His
Church His Holy Supper gathered around His family, His apostles. As the Lord Jesus
took the Passover and fulfilled it by giving of His own body and blood under bread
and wine, so the Lord takes the family and fulfills by setting Himself as the Head over
His household of faith (Col. 1:18). Through His faithful obedience to His Heavenly
Father, Jesus has obtained unto Himself a beautiful Bride, the Church. He gives of
Himself in the Supper for His precious family. It is this Church, over which Christ
loves, serves, and protects, that constitutes the household of God. It embraces families
defined by blood relations. But our Lord exalts and transforms the biological family
into a living icon of His Church. So that we Christians who are not related to each
other through blood, are nonetheless, brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus. And those
familial ties will last into eternity.
I remind you of this Biblical teaching on the nature of the family during a Maundy
Thursday service in which our Church family cannot gather together in worship. In
many ways, the Church today is scattered as the Jews of old were scattered during the
Babylonian captivity. And as Christians were scattered in the first century during
times of persecution. In I Peter 1:1, the apostle Peter called scattered Christians “elect
exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia…” Today,
we Christians aren’t scattered due to persecution but because of the affliction of a
virus.
We submit to the medical directives of the state out of love for one another, so that we
do not unnecessarily jeopardize each other’s physical health. In our dispersion, we
remain the household of faith, the household of God with Christ Jesus as our
Patriarch, our Head, our husband who loves and protects us by His Spirit through His
Word. Many of you patriarchs and matriarchs continue to lead and serve your families
with the reading of God’s Word, with prayers, and other acts of love and devotion.
Your labors are not in vain; they are more precious than gold or silver though refined
in fire. Remain faithful and true to what the Lord Jesus has given to you. The Lord
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will preserve your families. And in time, our families will gather together again as the
entire household of faith in this place. That will be a great day of rejoicing!!
I must share a word about our suspension of the Lord’s Supper at both congregations.
We did so not out of fear or uncertainty of the good, wholesome, nature of the Lord’s
Supper. Hear me well dear brothers and sisters in Christ, the Lord Supper is the body
and blood of Jesus given and shed for the forgiveness of our sins. There was never
any question as to the wholesome quality and nature of our Communion celebrations.
You will not get sick from receiving Christ’s body and blood in, with, and under
consecrated bread and wine. That must be understood with absolute clarity.
But you could sick from coming into close contact with me. I am as vulnerable to this
virus as any other human being. As I could not give to you the Lord’s Supper in a
manner that was consistent with the integrity and nature of the Lord’s Supper and also
keep you as physically safe as possible, I chose, for the time-being, to suspend the
Lord’s Supper. Please understand, we have God’s Word of promise attached the
Lord’s Supper. There was never any concern about the Supper itself. Our fast will not
continue indefinitely.
When we gather again around Word and Sacrament as families within the household
of God, it will be with great rejoicing. In the meantime, we feast on God’s
wholesome, live-sustaining Word. For Christ Jesus gives Himself abundantly to us.
For we are His beloved family, His household of faith. And where Christ is present
among us, there is the full riches of God’s kingdom.
The blessings of Christ Jesus our Lord be with you all …
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Holy Saturday – Easter Vigil
April 11, 2020
Text: Reflections on the Household of Faith
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The unifying theme for Maundy Thursday and Good Friday’s services was the
mysterious truth that the Church is “the household of faith” according to Gal. 6:10. In
a similar manner, Paul calls Christ’s Church “the household of God” in Eph. 2:19. I
have used the word “household” almost interchangeably with the word “family.” But
they aren’t exactly the same.
Household includes more than people, you know, fathers, mothers, children, cousins,
employees, etc. Household includes the entire sphere in which family members move,
live, work, play, sleep, and exist. Biblical households include the economic and civic
sphere, the domestic sphere, and the spiritual sphere of human life. In other words, the
household is a very expansive, all-inclusive term encompassing the entirety of our
lives. With that thought in mind, think again about the gravity and splendor of what
the apostle Paul is saying. We are the “household of faith”, the “household of God.”
Every area of our lives, our entire household activity, domestic, civic, and religious is
subsumed under the modifying phrases “of God” and “of faith.” Everything we do as
Christian people is “of God” and “of faith.”
There is truly nothing secular for us Christians. Having been baptized into the saving
death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus, all things are now sacred to us. Every smile,
every laugh, every tear, the most mundane, humdrum activity you can think of, even
our death is now declared to be holy and blessed. The apostle John records this
wondrous benediction in Revelation 14:13, “And I heard a voice from heaven saying,
‘Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.’ ‘Blessed indeed,’
says the Spirit, ‘that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!’”
This is true, that even our death is sacred, for we are the household of God, the
household that holds to the saving faith of Jesus revealed in the holy and precious
Gospel.
One of the activities that families, yea households, do, is tell family stories, family
history. Tonight’s service is essentially about recounting our history as the household

2

of faith. Our story began in the beginning, literally, the beginning of the universe. For
how does the creation account in Genesis begin? “In the beginning, God created the
heavens and the earth.” This world with all its wonder, beauty, and majesty are part of
our household inheritance. For we humans are created in God’s divine image and
given the charge, by our heavenly Father, to rule over this world to His glory and for
the benefit of this world. As the household of faith, we gather together in joyful
reunion week after week to retell the wonderful works of God. The psalmist exalted in
this family activity when he wrote, “Shout for joy in the Lord, O you righteous! Praise
befits the upright…For the word of the Lord is upright, and all his work is done in
faithfulness…By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and by the breath of
his mouth all their host” (Ps. 33:1, 4, 6).
What I have just done in these past few moments, was tell the family story using the
creation account from Genesis 1 and 2 with additional comment from the Psalm 33
that we spoke together following the Genesis reading. We could the exact same thing
for all of tonight’s readings: The Flood using Psalm 29, “Ascribe to the Lord glory
and strength.” Israel’s deliverance at the Red Sea using the song of Exodus 15, “The
Lord is my strength and my song, and he has become my salvation.” Job’s confession
of faith in Christ, our Redeemer using Psalm 16, “I have set the Lord always before
me; because he is at my right hand, I shall not be shaken.” And who could forget
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego’s deliverance from the fiery furnace using Psalm
91, “I will say to the Lord, ‘My refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.’” So
many others could have been chosen. These are our household stories. The mighty
deeds of our God who calls us into His household through saving faith in the Lord
Jesus Christ. Let us always rejoice in our history. God’s divine history completed and
on-going in the midst of this beautiful world.
But the story of stories, the one that we members in the household of faith come back
to again and again is the story of Jesus’ crucifixion and glorious resurrection from the
dead. Last night, we rejoiced in the story of His crucifixion. Our sins were paid for by
Jesus, our patriarch, the Lord of glory. For just a few moments, let us rejoice in this
story of His resurrection. It’s only a beginning. It will continue tomorrow!!
We have four authoritative retellings of Christ’s resurrection. Tonight, we will hear
only John’s retelling. He was an eyewitness, after all. John was “the other disciple”
mentioned along with Peter in vs. 2. Mary Magdalene came to John and Peter to tell
them that she had been to Jesus’ tomb early Sunday morning, while it was still dark.
But it was empty; Jesus was not there. Mary returns in a panic!! So John and Peter ran
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to the tomb. John, being a bit younger than Peter, ran faster and reached the tomb first.
But he lingered outside the tomb while cautiously stooping into the entrance to what
or who was inside. Who could blame him? John noticed the burial cloths lying inside
the tomb, but they were empty. The body of Jesus was nowhere to be seen.
Peter arrived. He was older than John but much more impetuous. He too saw the
empty burial cloths but there was something strange. Set off by itself and folded
neatly was the linen cloth that had covered Jesus’ abused and broken face (vs. 7).
Can’t you just imagine the resurrected Jesus removing the now unnecessary facial,
neatly folding it, and then setting it aside just like we would a scarf or a hat. Amazing.
This part of the story may sound insignificant. But John remembered these events and
thought them important enough to tell the entire household of God. Hiding behind the
empty linen cloths and the folded facial cloth is the truth that changed the world. It’s
the truth around which we gather here tonight. At some point between sunset of what
we call Holy Saturday and the sunrise of Easter Sunday morning, the crucified Jesus
of Nazareth rose from the dead.
Tonight is the night of nights. This gathering of the household of God, those here and
those watching over the internet, is to celebrate the fact that the burial cloths were no
longer needed for Jesus. He is risen from the dead. Our Lord’s physical, male body
actually and substantially rose from the dead. The tomb could not hold Jesus. The
dark night could not contain Him. Not even death itself could imprison our Lord in its
desperate clutches. It’s almost as if there was no struggle at all in rising from the dead.
The Lord took the leisurely time and attention to fold his now unnecessary facial
cloth. That fact tells us that Jesus brushed away death as easily as folding a towel or
napkin.
This night we gather as the household of faith to remind ourselves that one day, the
Last Day, the Lord Jesus will call forth His people out of their burial graves. We will
no longer need caskets, vaults, or burial clothes. For we shall be resurrected in the
glory of our Lord Jesus and clothed with His majestic splendor for all eternity. Such is
the glorious future we have as the household of God. Share the Biblical history with
one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. Encourage one another. As Jesus
rose from dead. So shall we. We are the household of faith.
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
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 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
The Festival of the Resurrection
April 12, 2020
Text: Mark 16:1–8
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Dear saints of God, it is good to be with you this morning. Today is our Sunday of
Sundays. The big Sunday in which we especially celebrate the greatest event in
human history: the physical, bodily resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ from the
dead. We gather together as the household of faith, both physically in this place and
virtually through the internet. Jesus Christ is risen from the dead. Death and hell are
defeated. The power of sin is broken. And God the Father has obtained for Himself a
holy and righteous people through the merits and mediation of His beloved Son. The
Holy Spirit calls and gathers men, women, and children into the eternal fellowship of
the household of God by the preaching of Christ crucified and resurrected. This is our
Sunday of Sundays. And there is much to rejoice in and to be thankful for.
But there is a unique sadness that hangs over this Easter Sunday. So many Christians
in our country and throughout the world cannot gather to celebrate Easter as the
collective body of Christ. To my dear brothers and sisters at Immanuel, I cannot tell
you how much I missed seeing you this morning. By God’s grace and mercy, we will
meet next week and rejoice together in Christ’s resurrection victory. And yet we who
gather physically at St. John’s know things are really different. With multiple
services, restrictions on the size of gatherings, the suspension of the Lord’s Supper,
the cancelation of the Easter breakfast and egg hunts, no special music. There are so
many of you from both congregations whom we haven’t seen for weeks because of
quarantines and social distancing. It all makes for an Easter that seems diminished.
While I know and feel this disappointment – I heard and read much from pastors and
Christian laity who mourn in bitter disappointment that they cannot meet today and
have not been able to meet as the gathered body of Christ for weeks – I also know by
faith what God’s Word says to His people. In Psalm 30:4–5, King David wrote:
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Sing praises to the LORD, O you his saints, and give thanks to his holy name. 5For
his anger is but for a moment, and his favor is for a lifetime. Weeping may tarry
for the night, but joy comes with the morning.
Joy is coming, dear saints of God. The days of fasting from the larger gathering of
God’s people will end. And yet, there are other reasons for why I speak with such
confidence of a greater day of rejoicing. We worship and adore the God who delights
in working life from death, joy from sadness, victory from defeat. Easter is the great
celebration that death and sorrow, misery and sadness, defeat and shame, are
vanquished in the undying life of the Savior.
Did not Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome, go to Christ’s tomb
on Easter morning in great sadness to pay their final respects to Jesus? Early in the
morning, they took spices to anoint, not a resurrected body, but a life-less corpse.
Bitter disappointment was the reality of that first Easter morning. They and so many
others had placed their hopes upon Jesus of Nazareth as being the Savior of the world.
But one of their own betrayed Him, Judas Iscariot. The other 11 disciples abandoned
Jesus in fear. Even the religious leaders turned Jesus over to the Romans out of
jealousy and cowardice. And He suffered so horribly, His death by crucifixion
unimaginable in its brutality and misery. Those three days had not seen any joy.
Those brave women rose early that first Easter morning with much bitterness and
weeping. What they found was that life had been triumphant. Jesus was alive. Two
angels proclaimed the message, “Do not be alarmed. You seek Jesus of Nazareth, who
was crucified. He has risen; he is not here. See the place where they laid him. But go,
tell his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to Galilee…” (vs. 6–7). Jesus
had, in fact, died. This is where they laid Him. During last night’s service, I gave
some attention to the fact that Jesus had been wrapped in burial clothes. That clothing
lay empty, no longer necessary for Jesus, who was dead, is now alive.
Joy had come on Easter morning. True joy that transcends all the afflictions and
disappointments of the present age, including our own. And that joy cannot be stolen
from you. The external happiness of things can diminish. But not the joy that is the
blessed fruit of the Spirit given to us in our baptism. Not the joy that is inexpressible
and filled with glory as Peter reminds us I Peter 1:8. For we know by faith in the
resurrected Jesus that He paid for our sins; He has claimed us as His own dear
children. Nothing in heaven and earth, certainly not viruses and medical health
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directives, nor even our own fears and uncertainties can take away the love of God we
have in the crucified and resurrected Lord Jesus Christ.
Easter reminds us, lest we overlook the reality of Good Friday, that death remains an
enemy with which we must contend. It’s a defeated enemy to be sure. But it remains.
And the devil, who has the power of death, uses it to frighten us, to torment our
consciences, and keep us enslaved in unbelief and sin. The author of the book of
Hebrews certainly didn’t overlook the fact that death remains for the children of God.
He wrote in Hebrews 2:14–15:
Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he (i.e., God’s Son) himself
likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one
who has the power of death, that is, the devil, 15and deliver all those who through
fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery.
14

This virus pandemic has reminded us, in a powerful and uncomfortable way, that we
individually and collectively as a people, fear death. Have we not all had heard
someone cough or sneeze and wonder if they have the virus? And now us?! Have you
been afraid to touch things? Or people you wouldn’t ordinarily have given a second
thought about hugging them or being close to them? Don’t get me wrong. Prudence
must be exercised while the virus remains prevalent. But the truth remains, we have
been and are being reminded regularly that we are subject to death, and him who has
the power of death, that is the devil.
But the resurrection of Jesus from the dead reminds us of a greater truth. Death is now
subject to Jesus! He is death and the devil’s master. Not only by divine power, for
Jesus is God, but also because Jesus took humanity’s sin unto Himself, paid for all of
it by shedding His blood unto death, and broke death’s tyranny by rising from the
dead on the third day!! That’s why the angel could tell the women in the empty tomb
not to be afraid. Sin and death are defeated. And that’s why the angel told them to tell
the other disciples. The world needs to know the tyranny of evil is over. Though we
Christians die physically, death is shorn of its power and fear. Its sting has been
removed. When we die, we are immediately ushered into God’s eternal presence in
joy and felicity. And on the Last Day, our bodies will be resurrected as easy as rising
from a light afternoon nap.
While we live on this side of eternity, we must face Death. Its outward appearance
remains ugly. But it only gives the appearance of power and invincibility. Jesus is
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risen from the dead. Death and sin and the devil lay crushed under our Lord’s heal.
The joy of Easter morning has dawned upon the world. And that joy can never be
taken away from you dear people of God.
A blessed and Holy Easter to you all. I can’t wait to see you all again in the weeks to
come. In the meantime…
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in
Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Quasimodo Geniti (Second Sunday of Easter)
April 19, 2020
Text: John 20:19–311
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Disclaimer! No Covid-19 or Coronavirus discussions in this sermon. Don’t get me
wrong, there are PLENTY of applications that could be made in light of this Gospel
text. I promise you, we will think deeply about what this crisis has revealed to us
about our most holy faith in Jesus, what it means to be the Church, the nature and
purpose of worship, of God’s Word, the sacraments, prayer, our vocations, and so
forth. But not today. Today, I simply want us worship Jesus and receive His gifts of
peace, forgiveness, and renewed strength. I will leave you to make the applications to
fit your life at this moment. There will be plenty. But today, I simply want to preach
Jesus, the risen Lord who conquered death, fear, sin, the devil, the world, and all evil.
The setting for today’s gospel text is straightforward. The first section of today’s
gospel, vs. 19–23, took place on Easter evening. The disciples gathered under the
cover of darkness in fear of the Jews (vs. 19). Were they afraid of being arrested?
Afraid of being identified as followers of a disgraced, executed criminal? We don’t
know for sure. But fear was their master.
Fear can create monsters from nothing. There is plenty of room here for reflection
about our current situation. Fear paralyses once stout, ready hearts. Did not the
disciples once say to Jesus, “We will follow You, Jesus, even to the death.” Bold
words until fear set in and gained the mastery. Virtue and courage vanished.
Into this despair and guilt, Jesus appeared suddenly, “Peace be with you” (vs. 19).
There could not have been a more needed, kindlier word. The peace of Jesus surpasses
human understanding. It guards your hearts and minds (Phil. 4:7). The Lord’s peace
dispels the darkness of fear. Our Lord gives what He says. And lest there be any doubt
1
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that this true, divine peace is established upon anything but our Lord death and
resurrection, Jesus shows the disciples His hands and side. This is the crucified Jesus
risen from the dead. Sin, death, the grave, and fear are conquered. Peace is given.
This is the Jesus we worship and adore. This gospel text powerfully reminds us that
Jesus wishes to comfort “all troubled, frightened, and fearful hearts” so “they may
hope for all good things and every kindness from Him” (Luther).
Saints of God, that first Easter evening teaches us what you should expect to receive
from Jesus: love, kindness, comfort, salvation, and encouragement. We learn to call
upon Him in all perils of body and soul and during all assaults on our faith
(paraphrase of Luther). In the hour of trouble, in the moment of greatest need, the
peace-giving, risen Lord will not forsake you. Jesus calls you to Himself, to
strengthen you, to uplift you, to give you His peace.
It is the devil who assaults you without mercy. His tools are fear, doubt, unbelief, sin,
lies, and misery. But in and with the risen Lord, we find the needed peace to stand
again the devil and all his wiles. For the living Jesus comes among us with the tokens
of His crucifixion, His nail-scarred hands and pierced side, to give us the peace of His
bodily resurrection from the dead. Good Friday and Easter always stand together; we
never separate the two. In the peace of Christ, you can and will stand against your
adversaries of death, fear, and the devil. This is the Jesus we worship and adore.
And yet we learn more about this risen Savior. Jesus sends His disciples to proclaim
His message of peace to the world. Listen again to Jesus as He established the gospel
ministry of peace in vs. 21–23, “‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even
so I am sending you.’ And when (Jesus) had said this, He breathed on them and said
to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven;
if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, it is withheld.’”
This risen Lord is so concerned with you receiving real, powerful words of peace that
He commissions His Church’s ministers to speak with His authority over fear, death,
and sin. Run to the preached word of Jesus, the crucified and risen Lord! As Jesus
forgave sinners during His earthly ministry so sinners today receive peace and
forgiveness until the end of time through His apostolic ministry. “If you forgive the
sins of anyone, they are forgiven.” Dear saints, your sins are forgiven and Christ’s
peace is given to you.
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And yet, Christ also authorizes His Church to withhold forgiveness. But only when
unbelief borne out of a refusal to repent and believe the gospel is openly manifested.
Then the Church is to withhold peace and forgiveness. Anyone who does not believe
in Jesus or any Christian who refuses to turn from their sin in repentance and faith, is
to hear that their sins are not forgiven. Forgiveness is withheld only for the purpose of
leading the sinner back to repentance and faith. Christ Himself established that His
ministry will work in this way, so that sinners may find peace that surpasses the
artificial pleasures of sin and unbelief.
Real words of peace are spoken through flesh and blood men authorized to speak in
the stead and by the command of the Lord Jesus Christ. “It is a great and excellent
thing for the mouth of every honest minister and preacher to be Christ’s mouth, and
his word of forgiveness to be Christ’s word of forgiveness” (Luther). God’s Word of
peace is the great heritage of Christ’s holy Church. Real words, real authority, real
forgiveness, real peace producing real faith and real Christian fruits of obedience,
virtue, and love.
In order that we may see how our Lord’s ministry works in the hearts of sinful
mankind, we turn to the second portion of today’s gospel text, vs. 24–31. Thomas was
not present when Jesus appeared on Easter evening (vs. 24). During the week after
Jesus’ first appearance, the disciples found Thomas and told him they had seen Jesus
alive and heard His word of peace; the Lord had shown them His crucifixion scars.
And He had commissioned them to speak peace to the world (vs. 25).
But Thomas, that good, honest man – I never liked calling him doubting Thomas –
saw his Master die. “Unless I see in his hands the mark of the nails, and place my
finger into the mark of the nails, and place my hand into his side, I will never believe”
(vs. 25). The resurrection of Jesus must be corroborated with proof. On the following
Sunday, Jesus appears again. And Thomas is present. Jesus calls Thomas to Himself
so that He might bring Thomas out of doubt, fear, and skepticism into faith, trust, and
peace. And our Lord speaks the same word of peace to Thomas that He did to the
other disciples the week before, “Peace be with you” (vs. 26). Our Lord “does not
desire to overturn or reject the weak in faith, but bears patiently with their weakness
… handling them gently and respectfully” (Luther).
Jesus brought Thomas back into the safety of faith and trust. Did we not hear those
precious words of worship and faith, “My Lord and my God!” (vs. 28). Those words
form the heart and core of our Christian faith to this day. Jesus seeks out sinners so
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that He can give them His eternal peace. All our sins, weaknesses, and fears are
forever cast away in the death and resurrection of the peace-giving Lord Jesus. Right
into the very midst of your life the risen Lord Jesus says, “Peace be with you.”
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Jubilate (Fourth Sunday of Easter)
May 3, 2020
Text: John 16:16–22
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Fourth Sunday of Easter serves as a transition in our celebration of Christ’s
resurrection from the dead. The joy of Christ’s victory remains sure and steady. For
Christ Jesus is risen from the dead never to taste death again. The first stanza of the
sermon hymn combines word and melody together beautifully. It’s a hymn well
worthy learning by heart:
With high delight Let us unite
In songs of great jubilation.
Ye pure in heart, All bear your part,
Sing Jesus Christ our salvation.
To set us free Forever, He Is ris’n and sends,
To all Earth’s ends Good news to save every nation. (LSB 483:1)
This morning, we unite to sing songs in great jubilation. Christ Jesus has risen from
the dead. By the grace and wondrous working of God, we are intimately and
inseparably connected to Christ’s death and resurrection and will be for all eternity.
Through our simple Christian baptism in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit, we are united to Christ Jesus, to all that He is, and all that He has
done, continues to do, and promises to do in the future.
The Lord Jesus took upon Himself our human nature that He might overcome our
greatest enemies: sin and separation from God, death and separation from God’s life,
the devil and his arrogant, hateful malice. Jesus overcame our deadly foes. His victory
is our victory. The second stanza of today’s sermon hymn highlights the victory that is
ours:
True God, He first From death has burst
Forth into life, All subduing.
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His enemy Doth vanquished lie;
His death has been death’s undoing.
“And yours shall be Like victory O’er death and grave,”
saith He, who gave His life for us, life renewing. (LSB 483:2)
We sing because Christ burst forth from the tomb in majestic triumph. The devil is
vanquished and along with him, death. Hebrews 2:14 declares that Christ Jesus
partook of death that He (i.e., Jesus) might overcome him who hold the power of
death, the devil. The death of Jesus was death and the devil’s undoing. And now our
Lord’s victory becomes our victory, “And yours shall be Like victory O’er death and
grave.”
During the 7 weeks of Easter, we especially give attention to Christ’s triumphant
gracious given to us. But we have it all the time. “Every Sunday is a little Easter” is a
very common saying in the Church. Or, depending on what you want to emphasize,
we could just as well say “Easter Sunday is a really big Sunday.” Today is the day of
salvation. Let us rejoice and be glad in it (Ps. 118:24).
I mentioned that today, the Fourth Sunday of Easter, marks the beginning of a
transition. The joy and victory of Christ’s resurrection remain constant. But life in this
beautiful but fallen corrupted world continues. Baptism into the death and resurrection
of Jesus does give us a “like victory o’er death and grave” but we must go to work
tomorrow, raise kids and grandkids, pay taxes, obey laws, contend against the spiritual
forces of evil (Eph. 6:12), and so forth.
The Lord Jesus prepared His disciples to live in joy and faith all the while knowing
the bitter trials and temptations of life in this world. Jesus said, “A little while, and
you will see me no longer; and again a little while, and you will see me” (vs. 16). The
disciples were confused by our Lord’s teaching, but they were afraid to ask Him what
He meant. So He provides more clarity in vs. 20, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will
weep and lament, but the world will rejoice. You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow
will turn into joy.”
The truth of the matter is, Christians will know both sorrow and joy on this side of
eternity. Our Lord’s disciples, the apostles to whom our Lord first spoke these words,
would come to know the bitter sorrow of seeing Jesus betrayed by one of their own,
Judas Iscariot, arrested, tormented, condemned to death, flogged almost to death, then
crucified unto death and hastily buried. All of this within 24 hours. And then the
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bitterness of those three days following our Lord’s death. During those fateful three
days, the world rejoiced in its apparent victory over the Lord Jesus. Our Lord’s
disciples knew the raw, sharp sting of sorrow. But that sorrow gave way to joy, the
joy of our Lord’s resurrection.
This review of the events surrounding our Lord’s Passion, death, and resurrection is
absolutely vital. For it becomes – hear me well dear saints – the interpretive key for
our Christian life. Believers know sorrow. Sin and death are real. And the price of
redemption is unimaginable in its scope all the while remaining within our grasp of
understanding. Jesus of Nazareth, true God and perfect man, bore my sins and your
sins and the sins of the world. We fall to our knees in repentance and sorrow. My sins
and evil perpetrated this evil upon the only sinless man to walk on this earth since
Adam’s fall.
But Easter morning came. The women went to the tomb and found it empty. The
resurrected Lord Jesus appeared to the women, to the Emmaus disciples, to Peter and
John and to all the apostles, to more than 500 brothers, to James and eventually to
Paul. Sorrow gave way to joy as Jesus said. Christ’s resurrection from the dead
proclaims that God Himself has given answer for humanity’s sin. There is joy and
peace and victory in the resurrection of Jesus.
And this pattern of sorrow turning to joy continues past the first days and weeks after
our Lord’s resurrection. In fact, it becomes the interpretive pattern for all of Christian
life and faith. Christian disciples will know the struggles and vicissitudes of life in this
world. So this Sunday transitions out of the joyous, rapturous reflections upon Christ’s
resurrection to what Christian living looks like in light of our Lord’s resurrection.
The epistle text from I Peter 2:11–20 serves as a quick reminder of our sojourn and
exile within this world. The passions of the flesh continue to wage war against our
souls (vs. 11). We must live honorable lives even though unbelievers will vilify us for
living righteously (vs. 12). Christians are free and yet must be subject to every human
institution (vs. 13–17). Christians servants, we would say employees, must respect our
employers, our bosses, even those who are unjust (vs. 18). Christian men, women, and
children are subject to the sorrows and struggles of this world. In fact, we may even
suffer unjustly according to Peter in vs. 19–20.
As we Christian live in this time between Christ’s ascension and return, there will be
times of sorrow. There is much that causes us sorrow. Virus concerns. Economic
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fears. Cultural and political worries. On top of all this, we continue to wage spiritual
war against the spiritual forces of evil.
Every Christian struggles with times and seasons when joy is lacking. But Christ Jesus
gives us a promise that we must emblazon on our hearts. Vs. 22, “So also you have
sorrow now, but I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take
your joy from you.” At the present, we see Jesus with the eyes of faith. And we
rejoice with joy unspeakable and filled with glory. This joy that is given to us as a
divine promise and as a fruit of Spirit, whom we received in our baptism, this joy can
never be taken from us. Do not consider your Christian faith and life defective or
lacking because you experience sorrow and disappointment. Christ Jesus prepared us
for these seasons. But He burst forth from the dead on Easter to give us His true and
enduring joy which no one will take from us. The crucified and resurrected Jesus
stands behind His promises. Today’s sermon provides a fitting conclusion and
reflection upon this glorious promise.
Let praises ring; Give thanks, and bring
To Christ our Lord adoration.
His honor speed By word and deed
To ev’ry land, ev’ry nation.
So shall His love Give us above, From misery
And death set free, All joy and full consolation. (LSB 483.3)
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Cantate (Fifth Sunday of Easter)
May 10, 2020
Text: John 16:5–15
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Things are about to change for the Lord’s disciples. In a few hours, Jesus will be
betrayed, arrested, condemned, and crucified. Those were bitter, bitter hours for our
Lord’s disciples. All of them promised to remain true and steadfast. But when the
authorities showed up to arrest Jesus, they all fled in fear. Joy returned when they saw
the resurrected Jesus on Easter and the days following. But things are still going to
change after the crucifixion and resurrection. Listen to what our Lord taught His
disciples in John 16, today’s gospel text, “But now I am going to him who sent me …
But because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your heart” (vs. 5–6).
Jesus is preparing His disciples for His ascension to the Father’s right and the coming
of the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost. What’s about to change is Jesus will no
longer be visibly present among His disciples. In just a few shorts weeks after saying
these words, Jesus visibly departed from them. But let’s be perfectly clear…though
not visibly present, Jesus will remain in, with, and among His beloved people. His
presence will be different. But it will be infinitely better. And that’s the great news
we’ll consider for this sermon. The presence of Jesus in the Church is better and more
glorious now than it was during the days when Jesus was walking with His apostles
during His earthly ministry.
And that’s the great news that causes us to sing with such joy today. Though our
Lord’s presence in, with, and among His Church is different from the time of His
earthly ministry, it’s much better. Our Lord said in vs. 7, “Nevertheless, I tell you the
truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will
not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you.” This sounds counterintuitive.
Don’t we often think something like, “If I could see Jesus, talk to Him face to face,
my Christian devotion and zeal would be stronger, more fruitful, more praiseworthy
for the name of Jesus!” But the Lord Jesus, who is the incarnate truth, wisdom, and
knowledge of God, declares otherwise. It’s better that He goes away.
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How will things be more advantageous for us? We learn from Holy Scripture that 40
days after our Lord’s resurrection, Jesus ascended to the Father’s right hand in power
and glory. And this is what Jesus is doing for our advantage at the Father’s right hand:
1) Jesus intercedes on our behalf to the Father (Rom. 8:34), 2) He is ruling over the
entire universe and all of human history for the good of the Church (Eph. 1:22; Book
of Revelation), 3) He is preparing a place for each of us in His eternal kingdom (John
14:2). I trust you can see how important these things are for us. When we say things
like, “God is still in control. Or, God will work it all out. Or, our hope is in heaven. Or
other similar sayings,” we are placing our confidence in the advantageous work of the
exalted Jesus that is taking place right now in, with, and among His Church! For our
Lord Jesus speaks to the Father on our behalf while He rules over the affairs of this
world for the salvation and benefit of the Church. All this He is doing while, at the
same time, He is preparing a place of honor for all whose names are written in the
book of life. This is great and glorious indeed!
But today’s Gospel text doesn’t really address those advantageous activities of the
glorified Jesus. Instead, today’s Scripture reading shows us that the chief advantage
we have now is the unique ministry of the Holy Spirit during these last days of the end
times. The Holy Spirit is the third person of the Holy Trinity, equal to the Father and
the Son in power, majesty, dignity, grace, mercy, and love, and yet a distinct Person.
For He neither the Father nor the Son. The Lord Jesus calls the Holy Spirit the Helper
in vs. 7. The word Jesus uses for the Holy Spirit is Parakletos, a noun which means
“called along side of.” The basic idea is that a Paraclete is someone called alongside
of you to provide aid, assistance, and support. The King James translated the word as
Comforter. According to Jesus, the Holy Spirit comes along side of us to be our
Helper, our Comforter.
How does the Holy Spirit help us? He begins His gracious work by bringing us to
faith in Jesus. Without the ministry of the Holy Spirit, there is no faith, hope, or love
unto salvation. The Lord Jesus taught us that:
13

when the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not
speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak … 14He will
glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 15All that the Father
has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you”
(John 16:13–15).
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Everything that Jesus did for the salvation of the world is brought to us by the
ministry of the Spirit working through the Gospel. He takes what belongs to Jesus –
life, salvation, truth, inheritance in the Father’s kingdom, victory over death and the
grave, the privilege of ruling and reigning as kings and priest in the new heavens and
new earth, everything that Jesus did in obedience to His Father and brings it to us
redeemed sinners! This Holy Spirit’s ministry is not restricted to only one place in the
world, as it was during our Lord’s earthly ministry, but in, with, and among Christ’s
Church throughout the world. The Spirit’s ministry is universal and comprehensive.
But it’s also very personal. That is, the Holy Spirit comes along side of the individual
sinner and brings to that person all of Jesus’ love, grace, and salvation. When a sinner
comes to the waters of Baptism, it is the Holy Spirit who makes the waters a “washing
of regeneration” (Titus 3:5) so that by divine grace the baptized now depart as
justified believers and “heirs according to the hope of eternal life” (Titus 3:7). The
Holy Spirit creates faith in Jesus through the Gospel and Sacrament. And the Spirit
supports and sustains your most holy faith through the truth of God’s Word, especially
our Lord’s precious Gospel of the forgiveness of sins, as well as through prayer and
worship. The Holy Spirit continues to come along side of you, even as He also live
within you, to be your comfort and help in time of need.
Consider that very famous and oft-quoted Biblical passage from Romans 8:28, “And
we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who
are called according to his purpose.” That verse is truly one of the most precious
words of promise we believers have. However, that verse is linked to the ministry of
the Holy Spirt. We fail to realize this because we don’t memorize the preceding
verses. Listen to Romans 8:26–27 to see the Spirit’s ministry in our lives:.
26

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray
for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for
words. 27And he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because
the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. 28And we know
that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are
called according to his purpose.
The Holy Spirit helps us in our weakness. Much of the time we go through life
convincing ourselves that we are strong and in control. One salutary thing coming out
of this virus situation is that we are confronted with the truth that all of us are quite
vulnerable and most decidedly not in control. We can either chafe against this truth
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and follow the path of self-deception or see in it the basic truth of our human
existence. We need help, constantly and consistently. In fact, this is the nature of love.
To be vulnerable to others, to give and receive each other graciously as gifts. (Shout
out to moms on Mother’s Day!)
The Holy Spirit comes along side of us and help in the midst of our weakness. The
devil afflicts us with the fiery darts of sin, unbelief, and deceit. Quite frequently, our
life becomes so confusing and chaotic we don’t really know what do to. Or as Paul
says, “we do not know what to pray for as we ought.” Have you been there before? So
confused or exhausted or uncertain about whatever is going on that you seem to lose
the ability to even pray about it! The Holy Spirit comes along side and intercedes on
our behalf “according to the will of God.”
Only after the apostle Paul describes the Holy Spirit’s ministry to us with
intercessions too deep for words according to the will of God does Paul then write “all
things work together for good, for those called according to his purpose.” The Holy
Spirit is working things for our good dear saints of God. This is why our Lord Jesus
says it is to our advantage that He (Jesus) goes away. For Jesus sends the Holy Spirit
to give us the salvation He won for us in His perfect life, His atoning death on the
cross, and victorious resurrection from the grave. The Spirit takes what belongs to
Jesus and works it in our lives for good according to God’s gracious will.
All of us are responding to current the situation with the Coronavirus in different
ways, each according to their nature, temperament, and situation in life. But what is
constant for us all, dear people of God, is the Holy Spirit’s advantageous ministry in
our day to day lives. The Lord Jesus sent to the Holy Spirit to be our Paraclete, our
Helper and Comforter. He is working all things for our good according to the Father’s
loving will. With this promise from God’s Word, we truly can sing the new song of
salvation inspired for us by the Holy Spirit through Isaiah, “Behold, God is my
salvation; I will trust, and will not be afraid; for the Lord God is my strength and my
song, and he has become my salvation” (Isaiah 12:2).
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Rogate (Sixth Sunday of Easter)
May 17, 2020
Text: John 16:23–33
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

This is now the third week in the 16th chapter of John’s gospel. This entire chapter is
part of what has sometimes been called Our Lord’s Farewell Discourse. The Lord
Jesus, on the night in which He celebrated the Passover, washed the disciples’ feet,
and instituted the Lord’s Supper, also gave extensive teaching on what the Christian
life of faith and obedience will look like after His crucifixion, resurrection, and
ascension to the Father’s right hand in glory.
During last week’s sermon, we took time to consider especially that the Christian life
is one that is created, sustained, and brought to its fulfilment by the gracious work of
the Holy Spirit. Jesus promised He would send to His people the Helper, the Spirit of
truth, who would lead and guide us into all truth. According to John 16:13–15, the
Holy Spirit takes what belongs to Jesus and brings it to us. This is truly one of the
most remarkable and powerful promises we have in the Bible! The Holy Spirit takes
what belongs to Jesus – life, salvation, truth, inheritance in the Father’s kingdom,
victory over death and the grave, the privilege of ruling and reigning as kings and
priest in the new heavens and new earth, everything that Jesus did in obedience to His
Father and brings it to us redeemed sinners!
Jesus is One who lived, died, and rose again from the dead for the salvation of the
world. But that great, redemptive work that forms the heart and core of everything we
believe as Biblical Christians, would come to nothing if it weren’t for the Spirit’s
ministry of bringing the fruits of Christ’s work to the people of the world. The Holy
Spirit’s ministry is not restricted to only one place; the Spirit works throughout the
entire world in, with, and among Christ’s Church. A summary of last week’s sermon.
In today’s text, John 16:23–33, we learn that the Holy Spirit works advantageously in
the Church among God’s people in their life of prayer. Jesus said (vs. 23–24), “Truly,
truly, I say to you, whatever you ask of the Father in my name, he will give it to you.
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Until now you have asked nothing in my name. Ask, and you will receive, that your
joy may be full.” Here is another great promise we need to remember regularly, but
especially during times of distress and anxiety, “Ask (in Jesus’ name), and you will
receive, that your joy may be full.” My prayer and goal for this sermon today is that
your lives would be filled with joy – divine, holy joy – worked in your heart, mind,
body, and soul by the Holy Spirit in answer to our prayers. The Holy Spirit helps us in
our prayers which we offer to the Father in Christ’s holy name. Jesus promises we
will receive graciously from the Father and our joy will be full.
The Lord’s disciples certainly knew about prayer. First century Jewish society had
regular times for prayer in local synagogues. The Lord Jesus regularly prayed,
sometimes for long periods of time. The disciples saw His example. At one point, they
even asked our Lord to teach them to pray. Luke 11:2 records His answer to their
request, “And Jesus said to them, ‘And when you pray, say…’” And He gave them the
Lord’s Prayer in the next few verses. But our Lord provided further teaching on
prayer that resonates with what we’ve already learned from John 16, specifically,
Jesus’ command to ask in His name through the work of the Holy Spirit. Listen to
Luke 11:9–10; 13. This is our Lord’s teaching on prayer immediately after He gave
the Lord’s Prayer, the Our Father:
9

And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and
it will be opened to you. 10For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks
finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened… 13If you then, who are evil,
know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly
Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!
The consistent teaching of our Lord is that when we pray in His name, God the Father
will answer. And the greatest answer to prayer is the on-going ministry of the Holy
Spirit in our individual lives as redeemed Christians and the Spirit’s ministry within
the life of Christ’s Holy Church. John 16:24, “Ask, and you will receive, that your joy
may be full.” And we mustn’t forget that joy is one of the nine fruits of the Holy Spirit
listed in Galatians 5:22–23. God the Father delights in giving us the Holy Spirit so
that our Christian joy may be full! No half measures here. Did not David pray in
Psalm 16:11, “You (O Lord) make known to me the path of life; in your presence
there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” And in Psalm
21:6, David wrote, “You (O Lord) make him glad with the joy of your presence.”
Through the ministry of the Spirit, we receive all the gifts of Christ Jesus including
God the Father’s promise to hear and answer our prayers offered in Jesus’ name.
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But there’s more! Jesus continues to elaborate on the very unique and blessed
privilege we have as His Spirit-filled children. Listen to vs. 26–27, “In that day you
will ask in my name, and I do not say to you that I will ask the Father on your behalf;
for the Father himself loves you, because you have loved me and have believed that I
came from God.” In other words, because we have faith in Jesus, that He is the one
sent by the Father to be our Savior, the Father hears our prayers directly and
immediately! We do not need intermediators or some kind of go-between with us and
the Father. Remember how Jesus taught us to pray in the Lord’s Prayer, “Our
Father…” There is no hint of having to make appointments with God. No need for
priests or other religious professional.
The awesome privilege given to us is that we can enter into God the Father’s presence
at any time without fear, shame, or rejection. And the reason we Christians can do this
is because the Holy Spirit has taken everything that belongs to Jesus and gives it to us
through the Gospel!!! All sins are forgiven through Christ’s death and resurrection.
We are righteous in the sight of the Father and heirs of His kingdom. All of heaven,
even the throne room of the Father, was opened to us when we were baptized in God’s
Trinitarian name. God the Father hears the prayers of His people (John 16:26–27) who
are baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus (Rom. 6:3–4) through the
regenerating grace of the Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5–7). Simply extraordinary!
A word of clarification needs to be made here. Jesus says, in vs. 26, that after His
resurrection and ascension and the coming of the Holy Spirit, not even He will need to
pray to the Father on our behalf. But the New Testament teaches us in several places
that Jesus, in fact, intercedes to the Father on our behalf (Rom. 8:34; Heb. 7:25; I John
2:1). And Romans 8:26 declares the Holy Spirit intercedes on our behalf to the Father.
And yet Jesus says here in John 16:26 that He will not ask “the Father on your
behalf.” These are not contradictions in Holy Scripture. Far from it. The Lord Jesus is
teaching us in John 16 that the salvation the Holy Spirit brings to us through the
gospel is so complete, that we don’t need anyone interceding to the Father on our
behalf. The Holy Spirit takes everything that belongs to Jesus and brings it to us.
Because of this gracious work of the Spirit, we have immediate and complete and
permanent access to the Father’s loving presence. Our salvation is so complete in
Christ Jesus through the Spirit we don’t need any further assistance! That’s the
glorious promise of John 16:26.
But Scripture reminds us that even with the perfection of salvation already given to
us, the Lord Jesus and the Holy Spirit continue to intercede and work on our behalf
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during our earthly life. It’s one divine gift being piled upon another, upon another,
upon another, upon another. Complete and total forgiveness, life, and salvation. The
inheritance of God’s kingdom. Adoption as sons of God through the Spirit. Access to
the Father as great or possibly greater than that of the angels themselves. And the
continual, on-going intercession of the ascended Lord Jesus and the Holy Spirit. It’s
the fullness of salvation. This is why we pray with such confidence and joy.
And yes, we need to be reminded of these great and wondrous promises. For Jesus
prepares us and His Church for life in this world that is so often hostile to faith, piety,
and godly living. Listen to vs. 33, “I have said these things to you, that in me you may
have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome
the world.” Notice the contrast between “in me (i.e., Christ)” and “in the world.” In
Jesus there is peace; in the world there is tribulation. The peace Christ gives to us
comes through the ministry of the Spirit who comes along side of us in our need. In
this world we will have tribulation. Viruses, pestilences, economic downturns,
hostility to Christian faith and piety, persecution, the assaults of the devil, the
temptations of our sinful flesh, and at the appointed time, death itself.
But Jesus has overcome them all!! That is why we “take heart” according to vs. 33.
Christ’s perfect life, death, resurrection, ascension and the coming of the Holy Spirit
have overcome the world. And we Christians have direct, immediate access to the
Father because of our faith in Jesus created by the Spirit. The fullness of salvation!
Keep praying dear saints of God. In all things, at all times, for all good and godly
things. Your prayers are answered because the Father loves you. Remember, my goal
for this sermon was “that your lives would be filled with joy – divine, holy joy –
worked in your heart, mind, body, and soul by the Holy Spirit in answer to our
prayers.” The tribulations of this world will try to rob you of God’s joy. Christ has
overcome the world. In Jesus through the Spirit, God the Father has already blessed us
with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (Eph. 1:3). May your joy and
peace in Christ be full and complete as the Father answers your prayers.
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s Luther Church – Kimball, NE
The Ascension of Our Lord
May 21, 2020
Text: Ephesians 1:20–23
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The past few Sundays have focused upon John 16. The Lord Jesus told His disciples
that it is to their advantage that He goes away (John 16:7). The “going away” that
Jesus said was going to happen is now here. Forty days after our Lord’s resurrection
from the dead, Jesus went away. Acts 1:9 describes our Lord’s Ascension, His “going
away”, like this, “(Jesus) was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.” The
disciples, from that point forward, did not see the Lord with their earthly eyes. But
Jesus had told them that it was to their advantage that He ascend into heaven.
The advantage given to the Church by our Lord’s ascension is our Lord’s on-going,
supernatural, gracious presence through the work and ministry of the Holy Spirit. For
tonight’s sermon, I want to focus on the advantageous promise that Jesus remains
present in His Church. I will say less about the ministry of the Holy Spirit as we will
consider the Holy Spirit’s ministry over the next couple of Sundays. Tonight, let us
rejoice in the advantageous truth that Jesus remains present wondrously, powerfully,
and redemptively in His Church. Such is the great news about our Lord’s Ascension.
Jesus went away that He could remain among us.
Knowing that Jesus is among us is of the most absolute importance. I’m not given to
exaggeration or hyperbole but there is nothing more important than knowing where
Jesus is and how to find Him. Did not our Lord say that no one comes to God the
Father except through Him (John 14:6)? And did not Jesus say just a few verses
earlier that He was going to prepare a place for us in His Father’s house so that
(purpose) “where I am you may be also” (John 14:3). If we don’t know where Jesus
is, we will not know where God the Father is. And we will not know the place of
eternal redemption. And we mustn’t forget that oft-quoted Bible passage from
Matthew 18:20, “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among
them.” Jesus is truly and graciously present in His Church among His gathered people
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bringing us into the Father’s presence through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. We
know that Jesus is found in the midst of our worship services.
By the way, what I have provided here is a summary of our doctrine of corporate, inperson worship. Wherever God’s justified people gather in Christ’s name to hear His
Word and receive His Sacraments, to pray, praise, and give things, there, in that place,
Jesus is present by the grace of the Holy Spirit to bring them triumphantly to the
Father. As we come through the many concerns associated with the pandemic, I
appeal to you to gather together once again in Christ’s name on Sundays where
Christ’s Word is read and preached. Christ Jesus is present among us. We know where
to find Him. Nothing in heaven and earth can move us to doubt whether Jesus is
among us or not. We Christians know with certainty. He is among us through His
Gospel by the Holy Spirit. Heaven and earth may pass away, but not this promise of
our Lord Jesus.
Such certainty arises from our Lord’s ascension into heaven where He sits at the right
hand of God the Father almighty. The right hand of the Father is not some far off
place, billions and billions of miles away. Listen to Ephesians 1:20–23 which
describes God the Father raising Jesus from the dead:
20

He (i.e., the Father) raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand
in the heavenly places, 21far above all principality and power and might and
dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this age but also in that which
is to come. 22And He put all things under His feet, and gave Him to be head over
all things to the church, 23which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all.
The right hand of the Father is a Biblical figure of speech that describes Jesus being
equal to the Father in glory, power, authority, and majesty. All things have been
placed under Jesus’ feet; He reigns above all principalities, powers, might, and
dominions (vs. 21). The ascended Jesus is the Lord over all creation including
pandemics and natural disasters, over life and death, over angels and demons, over all
the natural forces of creation which scientists seek to know and understand. The Lord
Jesus holds all creation together by the word of His might.
Furthermore, Jesus is the head over all things “to the church” (vs. 22). He rules and
reigns over all things for the good of His people, His Church. There is nothing that
can interrupt or usurp Christ’s gracious rule over all things for the good of His
Church; Jesus cannot be dethroned from the Father’s right hand. Because of this we
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boldly confess along with St. Paul, “We know that for those who love God all things
work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose” (Romans
8:28). Christ is working all things for the good of those who love Him in spirit and in
truth.
Furthermore, we Christians collectively are the body of Christ (vs. 23). All believers
from all times, places, locations, nations, and languages. In theology, we sometimes
make a distinction between the Church triumphant and the Church militant. This is an
important distinction but not a separation. There is only one Church, the mystical
body of Christ united in Jesus across all time and space. We members of Christ’s body
living in the present on this earth – the Church militant, are united with the living
members of Christ’s body in heaven – the Church triumphant. One body, one Church,
one Lord who rules over all things from the Father right hand by the Spirit for the
benefit of His Church. We, Christian believers are beautifully and mysteriously united
to Jesus.
Furthermore, Christ Jesus is the fullness of Him who fills all in all (vs. 23). There is
no place we Christians can go without the presence of Jesus among us. Wherever we
gather – and I do want to stress gathering together in person with other believers is
what the Bible teaches – in His name the Lord is there with us for He fills all in all.
The Church has always used technology to help promote the preaching and teaching
of the Gospel. The apostles themselves wrote letters to churches. Pastors throughout
the centuries have written and collected sermons so that God’s people could read
them. Bibles have been printed and distributed, not to mention devotional materials,
hymnals, and prayer books. In the 20th century, we began using radio and then
television. Now we are using the internet. But these technological innovations have
always been auxiliary and supplementary to the in-person preaching of God’s Word
and reception of the Sacraments. They can never replace congregational worship.
Jesus is present here in this congregation as He is present in congregations in Sierra
Leone, Australia, Hungary, China, etc. Yes, dear saints of God, our Lord’s ascension
is advantageous for we know where to find Jesus. He is present in His Church. He is
here with us now, in this place.
Let’s bring this down to our personal lives. Jesus is God and Lord over your life too,
for you are members of His body. He rules not as some distant monarch. But as the
ever-present Lord of glory. But let us not take this comforting, powerful promise and
turn it into abstractions. For do we not often, and mistakenly, speak of Jesus being
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present in some strange, intangible, nebulous way? But the truth of the matter is, He is
found in our lives in very real, concrete, tangible ways.
We believe with absolute certainty that Christ Jesus is present among us in our lives
through His precious Gospel. His Gospel, His Word of love and reconciliation and
forgiveness and renewal by His death, resurrection, and ascension, is the foundation
and certainly of Christ’s presence in your life. You know that Christ is present in you
and with you because He declares it to be so in His Gospel. “Behold, I am with you
always to the end of the age” our Lord said in Matthew 28:20 But how is He with us?
Through the baptism we received in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit and the word of truth that is preached and believed until He comes again
in glory (Matt. 28:19-20). His gracious presence is not established in our lives because
of our emotions and sentiments – those can change quite unpredictably; His gracious
presence is not established by our day to day life experiences – those too can change
in dramatic, sometimes devastating ways; His presence is not established by the
condition of our heart and mind – those are subject to the corruptions of sin and death.
Jesus is present in your life through the Holy Spirit by means of the Gospel to give
you forgiveness of sins, to comfort your burdened consciences, to quiet the fears of
your heart, to bear those unbearable burdens that the world, the devil, and your flesh
thrust upon you day after day. Did not Jesus tell us, “Come to me all who labor and
are heavy laden and I will give you rest?” (Matt. 11:28). We must go to where Jesus is
found! Knowing what we hear in the preached Word and what we have received in
the Sacraments, we find Jesus. Having found Him, we go out into the world and our
day to day lives trusting and believing His promise.
The majestic Lord of glory rules and reigns from the Father’s right hand so that He
can be present in and among you for your present and eternal salvation. He fills all
things and rules over all things for your good. This we know through the precious
Gospel. And this we hear and receive most powerfully and wondrously, according to
Christ’s command and promise, when we gather in His name to receive what He
wishes to give. The most holy Gospel is our precious treasure. For the Gospel tells us
where Jesus is found! He is found here, in our midst, in our lives, now and for all
eternity.
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
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Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Exaudi (Seventh Sunday of Easter)
May 24, 2020
Text: John 15:26–16:4
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Everything Jesus said would happen has come to pass. Forty days after Easter, Jesus
ascended back to the Father’s right hand. He promised to send the Holy Spirit. But He
did not so immediately. Luke records Jesus telling the disciples to wait in Jerusalem
for the coming of the Holy Spirit (Luke 24:49). We know from Holy Scripture that
Jesus did send the Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, that is, 50 days after His
resurrection. This Sunday, the Seventh Sunday of Easter, is very much like those days
of waiting for the apostles. Today is the 43rd day since Easter. We gather this Sunday
in Christ’s holy and precious name to hear His Word, to pray, praise, and give thanks,
to receive the Holy Supper, and to encourage one another with Christian love. We
wait in eager anticipation for our annual celebration of Pentecost, next Sunday.
Today, we wait in the grace of the Holy Spirit.
Jesus prepared His disciples for this time of waiting. Listen John 15:26, “When the
Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who
proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about me.” This is truly a rich verse of
Scripture. It provides us plenty to consider even as we wait for our celebration of
Pentecost next Sunday.
Jesus describes the Holy Spirit as the Helper and as the Spirit of truth. Two weeks
ago, we gave some attention to the Holy Spirit being our Helper, literally, the
Parakletos. That Greek word describes someone who comes along side of a person to
provide assistance. Thus, the King James Bible translates it as Comforter. The Holy
Spirit is our Helper, our Comforter. During that same sermon two weeks ago, we also
heard Jesus describe the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of truth. On that occasion, I focused
almost exclusively on the Holy Spirit being our Comforter. Today, I want to give
more attention to the Holy Spirit being the Spirit of truth.

2

Earlier in John’s Gospel, Jesus said, “I (i.e., Jesus) am the way, and the truth, and the
life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (14:6). The Holy Spirit bears
witness to the truth that is found in Jesus, in His life and deeds, in His words, in the
salvation and restoration He brings to the world. The Spirit sent by Jesus does not
come to this world to give us mystical insights into the spiritual world or to give new
revelations. The Holy Spirit bears witness about Jesus, according to John 15:26.
That’s why the focus of our preaching, teaching, and Christian living is all about
Jesus. This fundamental truth must not be forgotten. The heart and center of all
Christian teaching is Christ Jesus, the Son of the Father.
Wouldn’t you know it! Challenges to the centrality of preaching about Christ Jesus
crucified and resurrected began even in the days of the apostles!! The apostle John
gave instruction about how to determine if someone was preaching the truth of the
Spirit or not. Listen to I John 2:22, “Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the
Christ? This is the antichrist, he who denies the Father and the Son.”
John defines the antichrist as the one who denies that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ.
When John mentions the title Christ, he is including everything the Bible says about
the Christ: His divine nature and incarnation, perfect life, atonement for the sins of the
world, His resurrection and ascension, and Christ’s return in glory to judge the living
and the dead. To confess that Jesus is the Christ is to confess the entirety of His life
and ministry. You can’t have one part of Jesus without everything else.
And yet John provides more instruction on how to discern if someone is preaching the
truth of the Spirit or not. Listen to I John 4:1–3:
1

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are
from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2By this you know
the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh
is from God, 3and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. This is
the spirit of the antichrist, which you heard was coming and now is in the world
already.
The spirit of the antichrist seeks to distract people with a strong delusion from
following Christ Jesus, the ascended Lord of glory. The Holy Spirit, by contrast,
directs people to the Biblical teachings of Christ’s life and ministry. The Bible warns
us that many deceiving teachers will come teaching in Christ’s name. But they are
wolves in sheep’s clothing. Not everything you hear said about Jesus is true. The Holy
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Spirit bears witness about Jesus, the entirety of His ministry. That is the fundamental
truth we must never compromise according to John 15:26 and the epistle of I John.
And Jesus says in the very next verse that the apostles themselves and then, by
extension, all Christians who confess the apostolic doctrine will give witness. Listen
to the verse, “And you (i.e., apostles) will bear witness, because you have been with
me from the beginning” (vs. 27). Christian witness that guided and directed by the
Holy Spirit is confession about the Jesus Christ as He is revealed in Holy Scripture.
Much of this you already know. It’s good to be reminded of these foundational truths.
But there is a warning Jesus gives us in today’s text. It begins in John 16:1, “I have
said all these things to you to keep you from falling away.” That should cause us to
pause. Jesus teaches us about the Spirit’s ministry of bearing witness about Jesus and
our Spirit-filled witness about Jesus so that we won’t fall away from God’s saving
grace and life. To witness about Christ Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit, as John
describes, will bring hostility and opposition. According to vs. 2, the apostles and
those who follow their apostolic witness will be cast out of the synagogues. The
hostility will become so great Christians will be killed, martyred. And those killing
Christians will think they are “offering service to God.” Jesus said these kinds of
things will happen. And they did, just as He said.
The apostle Peter wrote his first epistle to Christians whom he described as “elect
exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia…” (I Pet.
1:1). The reason for their scattering throughout the Roman Empire was persecution
for the name of Jesus. These Christians witnessed to Jesus through the grace of the
Spirit and they were suffered for it. Listen to Peter’s admonition from today’s epistle
text from I Peter 4. I will begin reading at vs. 12 and go a little further, through vs. 16:
12

Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you,
as though something strange were happening to you. 13But rejoice insofar as you
share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is
revealed. 14If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the
Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you. 15But let none of you suffer as a
murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler. 16Yet if anyone suffers as a
Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name.
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Through the ministry of the Spirit, Peter remembered what Jesus said in John 16:4,
“But I have said these things to you, that when their hour comes you may remember
that I told them to you.”
Dear saints of God, there is a fiery trial that has come upon the Church in America.
Since the beginning of the pandemic, I have purposely preached sermons that were
intended to be sources of strength, encouragement, and comfort. I did provided some
theological reflection upon how we Christians should respond to the difficulties of
these days, primarily, humble repentance before God, renewed trust in God’s
promises to provide and protect, submission to lawful government, and continual
extensions of love and grace to all people. These things we must continue to do for the
sake of conscience before God and man.
But I must call your attention to the plight of hundreds of thousands of Christians in
America. They are being forbidden to gather together for worship by lawful
government. In numerous situations, churches, pastors, bishops and denominational
leaders, including our Synod President and various LCMS district presidents, have
appealed to government to remove excessively burdensome restrictions placed upon
congregations. Although congregations have promised to abide by reasonable safety
protocols such as social distancing, restricting the number of people in church
buildings, canceling all Church social functions, providing masks, hand sanitizer, etc.,
governmental official in several parts of our country have refused repeated appeals.
Some congregations have not had worship services of any kind for almost 3 months.
Churches have been told they could not sing, not to have communion, not to use the
chalice, the common cup which Christians have used for 2,000 years through plagues
worse than our current one. God’s Word commands that Christians gather, sing,
preach, pray, and celebrate communion according to Christ’s mandate. Christians
have been and are being threatened with fines, lawsuits, arrest, and social stigma. One
church in Mississippi was burned down by arson due to their efforts to hold worship
services. In other places, judges had to issue emergency injunctions to prevent legal
repercussions against Christians.
Pastors in Minnesota, including congregations of the Minnesota South and Minnesota
North Districts of the LCMS issued a letter, along with other Lutheran church bodies
and the Minnesota Catholic Conference, to their governor that they will open their
congregations for worship services on May 31st with or without approval. Just last
night, the Minnesota governor came to an agreement that allows congregations to use
their church buildings up to 25% capacity with a maximum attendance of 250. We
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rejoice that they will be able to worship though the standard for other public
gatherings is 50% capacity and the governor, while announcing this agreement, still
questioned whether or not worship was essential human activity. Dear saints, it took a
threat of defiance to restore the ability to worship in a more reasonable manner. There
is a similar situation in California. Thousands of pastors in California have signed a
letter directed to their state’s governor stating they will open their congregations for
worship next Sunday in defiance of standing stay at home orders.
I share these situations not for the sake of being inflammatory, fearmongering, or
worse yet, political. Quite the opposite. My opinions about economic policies,
medical directives, the effectiveness of masks, social distancing etc. are simply
immaterial. This is a question of obedience to God’s Word which includes honoring
lawful government and simultaneously doing what God’s commands us with or
without legal protection.
I am pleading with you all, first of all, to humble yourselves under God’s mighty hand
in repentance. We have all sinned and despised God’s Word and Divine worship,
taking it for granted rather than a treasured gift of God. There are many who have not
been attending public worship. And they have done so for good reasons that I
wholeheartedly support. For those who can come to church, it’s time to come back to
public worship. For all of us, this is a season to confess our sin of indifference, receive
God’s forgiveness, and be renewed in our commitment to the things of God.
Second, we must also protect those most vulnerable out of Christian love. Let us love
one another as more important than ourselves (Phil. 2:3).
Third, we must honor and obey governmental authority unless commanded to sin. In
this regard, congregations and pastors that have made outrageous claims about their
church buildings being Coronavirus-free because God was giving them special
protection are simply wrong. There is no divine promise and they bring shame upon
Christ’s name, dishonor authority, and endanger their neighbor.
Fourth, pray for our country; we have a great country, let us be thankful for it. Pray
for the world. That the pandemic would come to an end, that people’s lives may be
protected and restored, and that Christian worship may resume. Pray, pray, and
continue to pray. We are not being called upon to shed our blood for Christ’s sake. Let
us pray we won’t have to.
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In summary, dear, dear people of God, I am calling upon us all to repent of our sins,
be forgiven in Christ’s holy name, and then live in faith and love as Christ commands.
We have Christ’s promise that the Holy Spirit will be our Helper and Comforter. And
that He will guide us into all truth. Sometimes those truths may make our lives
uncomfortable or unpopular. But we know that our present and eternal lives are in
God’s hands. He is our strength, our healing, and our great reward. None of this
surprises Jesus. And yes, we do have His promise. “And we know (certainty!) that for
those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called
according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).
Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
The Day of Pentecost
May 31, 2020
Text: Acts 2:1–21; John 14:26
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Our Lord’s promise to send the Holy Spirit in His name upon the Father’s people has
received a good bit of attention these past several weeks in our worship services. We
heard the promise in the gospel text, John 14:26, “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit,
whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your
remembrance all that I have said to you.” The Holy Spirit will not only guide Christ’s
Church through the apostolic preaching and teaching recording in Holy Scripture. The
Spirit will give peace. Vs. 27, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as
the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be
afraid.” Today is the day when the promises of our Lord come to fulfillment!
Pentecost.
Pentecost is the day in which God the Father fulfills the promise of His Son to give
the Holy Spirit. Over these weeks, we’ve learned that the Spirit is our Helper and
Comforter, the One who comes along side of us to provide Christ’s peace,
forgiveness, and every divine gift necessary for Christian living. Acts 2 records the
events of the Holy Spirit’s coming to Christ’s Church. Look at Acts 2:1–4, “When the
day of Pentecost arrived, they (120 disciples of Jesus including the apostles and the
Mary the mother of Jesus, Acts 1:15) were all together in one place. And suddenly
there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it filled the entire
house where they were sitting. And divided tongues as of fire appeared to them and
rested on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to
speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance.”
The coming of the Spirit so long ago in Jerusalem was marked by a mighty rushing
wind, tongues of fire resting upon the disciples, and the disciples speaking in foreign
language. Those supernatural manifestations happened but once; those signs are no
longer needed. The Holy Spirit still comes to Christ’s Church. But He comes to us
through God’s Word preached and the sacraments administered.
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It is not by accident that Acts 2:5–11 describes people from all over the Roman
Empire; the Lord was calling and continues to call people from all over the world.
Those Jews were astonished at what they heard, “Are not all these who are speaking
Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language?...we
hear them (120 disciples) telling in our own tongues the mighty works of God” (vs. 7–
11). We see and learn from Acts 2 that the Holy Spirit brings saving faith to sinners
through preaching about Christ and Him crucified. First, in the words of the 120
disciples; then most clearly in Peter’s Pentecost sermon.
That God chose, in His own wisdom and freedom, preaching to be the vehicle of
bringing salvation to lost sinners is an intriguing thought. He chose not to use signs
and wonders. Nor the arts like music, paintings, movies, or theatre. Jesus gave His
disciples the command to preach the gospel to all nations, to baptize them in water
combined with God’s Trinitarian name, to teach them everything that He (i.e., Jesus)
taught. In her mission to evangelize the world, the Church certainly uses music in
hymns, psalms and spiritual songs (Col. 3:16), she uses the visual arts (paintings,
stained glass windows, illustrations such as those on our bulletin covers). And the
Church prays for miracles that happen from time to time, as recorded in the Book of
Acts and Church history. But those great gifts are used in service of preaching the
Gospel established upon the apostolic teaching or apostolic remembrances mentioned
in John 14:26. These other gifts support the preaching and teaching of God’s Word
but they must not replace God’s Word.
The Church is given the task of proclaiming God’s promises in Christ Jesus through
Spirit-inspired words of truth and love; this certainly includes sermons heard in
Church. But it also includes your day to day witness to people in word and good
works of love. Preaching the Gospel is the Holy Spirit’s primary vehicle of bringing
the nations of the world to Jesus. Saving faith, the forgiveness of sins, hope for today,
strength for tomorrow, and joy that transcends the trials and afflictions of day-to-day
life, are given to us by the Spirit through the preached word of Christ’s Gospel. That
message of divine grace is what we are given to receive, to live in, and to share with
the people we meet.
But words are funny things. No matter how precise we try to be, no matter how clear
and unambiguous the words may be, people don’t always hear the same thing. For
example, Acts 2:41 says that 3,000 heard and believed Peter’s preaching and were
baptized, all on that first Day of Pentecost. But some heard the Spirit-inspired
testimony of the 120 disciples and mocked. Vs. 13, “But others mocking said, ‘They
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are filled with new wine.’” These folks accuse the Christians of being drunk on the
cheapest wine. The mockers and the 3,000 believers heard the same words but
responded quite differently.
If Peter and the apostles were to use miracles to establish the Church, surely, this
would have been the time to do it. Instead, Peter preaches a sermon based upon an OT
text, Joel 2. “But Peter, standing with the eleven, lifted up his voice and addressed
them, ‘Men of Judea and all who dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known you, and give
ear to my words…this is what was uttered through the prophet Joel” (vs. 14, 16). Peter
doesn’t mention the tongues of fire, the rushing wind of heaven, or even the miracle
of human tongues. Instead, Peter preaches the Good News about Jesus and the coming
the Holy Spirit as promised in Joel 2. Those 3,000 heard Peter’s Spirit-filled
remembrance of Jesus’ promise to send the Spirit upon His Church, to give peace that
the world cannot take away.
Saints of God, the ministry of the Church began on the Day of Pentecost with
apostolic preaching and Christian baptism. 3,000 heard the word of God, repented of
their sins, and confessed faith in Jesus. That is the pattern of Christian life: repentance
and faith created and sustained by the Holy Spirit through the proclamation of the
Gospel in Word and sacraments.
Repentance, for Christians, is our basic attitude. The Holy Spirit, through the apostolic
word, brings to our remembrance that we are sinners in thought, word, and deed. By
the grace of the Spirit, we turn away from sin. That’s what repentance is. Turning
away from sin and all that rejects the rule and reign of Christ in our lives and seeking
to live in His forgiveness, love, and mercy. Repentance is living in God’s love
revealed in Christ by the Spirit. That divine love is then shared with our family,
friends, co-workers, strangers we meet day after day, even our enemies.
Living a Spirit-filled life is one of hearing God’s Word, receiving Christ’s sacraments,
turning away from sin and following all godliness. Such was the reason for my
admonition last week to pray for Christians in our country and around the world who
cannot gather together to do what the Church has always done since the Day of
Pentecost. The Christian faith is repentance and faith in Jesus created and sustained
through the preaching of the Gospel and reception of the sacraments. We Christians
know the struggle against sin and evil is fierce in our lives. To be conformed to the
image of Christ, as Scripture teaches, means daily to take up our cross and follow
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Jesus. Listen to the apostle Paul’s contrast of life in the Spirit compared to the dead
works of the flesh in Galatians 5:16–25:
16

But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.
17
For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are
against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the
things you want to do. 18But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law.
19
Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality,
20
idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions,
divisions, 21envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I
warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of
God. 22But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness, 23gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. 24And
those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and
desires. 25If we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit.
According to the desire and promise of Jesus, let us embrace these days of walking in
the Spirit. Some in our world will mock our preaching about the mighty works of
God. They did on the Day of Pentecost. But some will believe. And with them we
rejoice! What is given to us is to receive His promises in faith, to be refreshed and
renewed in them, and live faithfully because of them. The Holy Spirit will do His
gracious work when and where it pleases Him. Like those first Christians on the Day
of Pentecost, let us hear God’s Word and be refreshed by the grace of the Holy Spirit.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
The Holy Trinity
June 7, 2020
Text: John 3:1–17
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Every year when we come to Holy Trinity Sunday, I experience a curious sense of
combined uneasiness and great exhilaration. The source for these quite diverse
experiences, however, is the same. God. Specifically God the Holy Trinity. The
uneasiness comes from the idea that I have roughly 30 minutes to proclaim the highest
mystery of the Christian faith. How is that possible? God the Holy Trinity is to be
worshiped and adored in the beauty of holiness and truth not analyzed as subject of
human speculation. But the Bible teaches us to know God and to call upon Him in
faith. Let us with joy and humility worship God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as He
is revealed in Holy Scripture with our minds, our hearts, and our souls.
Our contemplation today will follow two paths. First, what can we know about God?
Second, how can we experience Him rightly? There are dangers that we must avoid as
we will see. We begin with the first question, What can we know about God? The
Bible teaches us, in places like Romans 1 and 2, many of the Psalms, and other
passages, that there is true knowledge of God’s works and ways available to everyone
through creation. In fact, Romans 1:19–20 describes natural knowledge like this:
19

For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to
them. 20For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature,
have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that
have been made.
To all people, believers and unbelievers alike, God has shown Himself to the world,
including His attributes, power, nature. They are “clearly perceived…in the things that
have been made.” King David, in Psalm 19, proclaimed through song and verse, “The
heavens declare the glory of God and the sky above proclaims his handiworks” (vs.
1). There is much that can be known about God through the natural, created world.
That is certainly one reason to encourage the study of the sciences, both the natural
sciences and the human sciences.
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But there is a severe limitation in this natural knowledge. Though it clearly reveals
certain things about God it is not complete nor does it bring saving knowledge of God.
In fact, surrounding those two verses from Romans 1 are severe warnings. It almost
forms a verbal sandwich. Listen to vs. 18,
“18For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and
unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.”
Human beings, since the Fall, by nature suppress the truth that is clearly revealed in
the things that have been made. The suppression of truth occurs universally because of
sin and unbelief resulting in idolatry. Listen to how Paul continues to describe the
depths of man’s suppression of divine truth. It continues with vs. 20 into vs. 25:
20

So they are without excuse 21For although they knew God, they did not honor
him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and
their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23and
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and
birds and animals and creeping things. 24Therefore God gave them up in the lusts
of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves,
25
because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served
the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.
Our sinful human nature cannot know God rightly through the study of the created
world. The knowledge God gives in creation is good and clear. But our sin suppresses
it in unrighteousness. This, in part, is why all such ideas and notions about being able
to worship God in nature, in the mountains, on the beach, on the golf course, etc., are
false and dangerous. Worshipping and knowing God only according to natural
knowledge ultimately leads to idolatry with results that Paul describes as futility in
thinking, foolish and darkened hearts, dishonoring one’s body through lust and
impurity, and the exchange of truth for a lie. God’s wrath will be poured out against
this violation and suppression of truth. Natural knowledge does, in fact, reveal much
about God. But it does not reveal His essential nature, nor His saving will.
Saving knowledge of God is only found in the Bible, God’s inspired Word. God is
one in three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Natural knowledge will not reveal
to you God’s Trinitarian nature. Through the Bible, however, God has given us
revealed knowledge. The Bible teaches that God is one. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our
God, the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4). God being one in essence and nature is described in

3

passages like Zech. 14:9, I Cor. 8:4, and so forth; not to mention that God is always
spoken of in the singular. The “gods” are always said to be false gods, even demons.
The Bible teaches that not only is God one but that He is also three persons. One God
in divine essence but three in Person: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The term the
Church developed to describe this wondrous mystery is the Trinity, which means, triunity. The Lord God of heaven and earth is one God in three persons, the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Spirit. The New Testament commands that baptism take place in
God’s Trinitarian name.
These past several weeks we have spent most of our time in John’s gospel chapters
14-16. Our Lord Jesus taught that He was sent by the Father (John 3:16-17) and no
one comes to the Father except through Jesus, the Son (John 14:6). In addition, the
Father and the Son will send the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of truth (John 14:26; 15:26;
16:7). Revealed knowledge of God, as recorded in the Bible, shows that God the
Father sent His Son to become man through ministry of the Holy Spirit. Jesus, God’s
Son in human flesh, will bear the sins of the world, die, and rise again. Through the
preaching of the Gospel and the administration of the Sacraments, the Holy Spirit will
create saving faith in Jesus so that all believers and only believers can truly say,
“Jesus is Lord” (I Cor. 12:3). Only the Bible gives saving knowledge of the
Trinitarian God. He is the only true God. And He alone is the God of salvation.
We began with the first question, What can be known about God? All people have
access to the natural knowledge of God. But it does not lead to salvation. In fact, our
sinful nature will corrupt such knowledge resulting in idolatry and unbelief. But the
revealed knowledge of God as presented in the Bible gives true knowledge of God’s
nature – He is Trinitarian, one God in three persons – and His will to save the world
through person and work of Jesus Christ. Only Jesus can bring us to the Father
through the ministry of the Holy Spirit working through the Gospel and Sacraments.
This brings us to the second question, How can we experience God rightly unto
salvation? In creation, we will experience God. But those experiences, as wondrous
and sometimes terrifying as they are, will not reveal God’s saving will found only in
Christ Jesus. Saving knowledge is found only the Bible which points us to Jesus.
In that famous Gospel reading from John 3, Jesus told Nicodemus that he must be
born again (vs. 3). Our first, natural birth is truly marvelous. But our natural, fleshly
birth does not bring us into right fellowship with God. Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say
to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of
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God” (vs. 5). Jesus gives the reason why in the next verse, “That which is born of the
flesh is flesh (i.e., natural birth), and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit (i.e., born
again of the Spirit through baptism.). We experience God unto love and salvation
through baptism in God’s Trinitarian name. As we rightly remember our earthly
birthday so let us also remember the day of our new birth, the day of our baptism.
(Klaire’s baptism.)
The Lord Jesus described the Trinitarian nature of salvation like this in John 3: God
the Father sent His Son, Jesus into the world not to condemn it but to save it (vs. 17)
by Jesus being lifted upon the pole of the cross (vs. 14–15). Through the ministry of
the Holy Spirit, sinners receive a new birth in the Spirit through the waters of baptism
(vs. 5–7). Baptism saves, as I Peter 3:21 says, because God the Father gives the
baptized a new birth in the Spirit through the resurrection of Jesus.
Natural knowledge of God is an amazing gift. But it must be kept in its rightly place
and sphere. Saving knowledge of God, who He is and He desire to save us, is only
revealed in the Bible, God’s Word. I mentioned that King David sang in Psalm 19:1-6
of God’s glory being revealed in creation. The rest of the psalm (vs. 7–13) describe
the gracious knowledge of God found in God’s Word. As Christians, we have the
privilege of using both sources of knowledge in our life of faith. What a rich treasure.
All of creation and God’s Word! Simply amazing. David concludes with vs. 14 which
is my prayer for us this morning, “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of
my heart be acceptable in your sigh, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.”
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
First Sunday after Trinity
June 14, 2020
Text: Luke 16:19–31
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today begins the Trinity season of the church’s liturgical year. The paraments are
now green. All of this corresponds wonderfully with the Spring, Summer, and early
Fall seasons. This is the season for growing in Christian discipleship. Our Lord said,
“If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will
come to him and make our home with him” (John 14:23). In order to keep Christ’s
Word, you must first learn it. Being a Christian means loving Jesus by knowing and
living according to His teachings. That’s what these months in the Trinity season will
especially emphasize, the teaching of Jesus.
Some might ask, “Haven’t we been doing that already in the Advent, Christmas, Lent,
and Easter seasons?” (November through early June.) The answer is yes. But the
emphasis is different. During those seasons, we especially focus on the great events in
the life of Jesus and their meaning for Christian faith and life; His birth, baptism,
temptations, suffering, crucifixion, resurrection, ascension to heaven, and the sending
of the Holy Spirit. The Trinity season is not ordered around the events in our Lord’s
earthly ministry but His main teachings. For Christians, the events of Jesus’ life and
His teachings provide the interpretive framework for our lives. Jesus said if anyone
loves me, he will keep my Word. May the Lord grant us growth and increase in
Christ’s Word that we may be known as Christian men, women, and children among
whom God dwells graciously as they love God and one another in word and deed.
The first teaching of the Trinity season comes from the parable of Lazarus and the
rich man. It’s a challenging teaching that draws our attention to the absolute
necessities of faith in God and love for our neighbor. We don’t know exactly where
Jesus was when He gave this parable except that He is on His way to Jerusalem to
complete the Father’s will of saving the world by (Jesus’) dying on the cross and
rising from the dead. In other words, this is towards the end of Jesus’ ministry.
It’s the perfect parable to begin a Trinity-season-reflection upon what it means to be a
follower of Jesus. For this parable teaches us about having faith in and love for God
and love for neighbor regardless of what’s going on in your day-to-day life
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experiences. I want to say that again, but maybe a bit differently. This parable teaches
us that being a Christian means believing what God says about us in His Word and not
what our life experiences tell us. I said earlier in my introduction that Jesus’ life and
teachings provide the interpretive framework for understanding our own lives and our
world. In other words, God’s Word, as illuminated in the life and teaching of Jesus,
defines who we are, how we think, and what we do. Christ’s Word defines us. Not
human wisdom nor life experience.
In the parable, Jesus tells of two very different men. One is among the wealthiest of
the wealthy. He eats sumptuously every day and is clothed in purple and fine linen,
the fabrics of kings and queens. By every tangible measure, he is the model of
success. But we should note a curious detail. This rich man has no name. The other
man, by contrast, is named Lazarus which basically means God is my helper. Lazarus
is covered with soars which the dogs lick. He can’t walk because he had to be laid at
the gate of the rich man. Once placed at the gate, Lazarus begs for his food. He is a
broken, shell of a man. A lame beggar covered in sickness and filth. When you look at
his life, you might think God had abandoned Lazarus rather than helped him. But such
a judgment would not be according to God’s Word.
Saints of God, being a Christian means training yourself to think and act according to
God’s Word. Such a skill must be developed and cultivated under the grace of the
Holy Spirit working through the Holy Scriptures. Jesus told His disciples that they
demonstrate their love for Him by keeping His Word. We prayed for the ability to
keep Christ’s commands in the collect for today, “…grant us Your grace to keep Your
commandments that we may please you in both will and deed.” The parable of
Lazarus and the rich man teaches us that a successful life in God’s sight is not
measured by external criteria such as the accumulation of wealth or the applause of
mankind. The rich man had those things. But when death came to him, as it comes to
us all, the rich man proved to be exceedingly impoverished. And when death came to
Lazarus, he proved to be the highest success.
What made the difference? Love for and faith in God. These are unseen gifts that
cannot be measured except by God. God alone saw the foolish, needless poverty of
the rich man. God alone saw the exceedingly precious treasure of divine faith and love
Lazarus had in His Lord and Savior. Lazarus had faith in God, the rich man did not.
That was the primary difference. The Holy Spirit describes Christian faith as being
more precious than gold in I Peter 1:7. The truth of these two men’s lives – of our
own lives – can only be judged by the standard of God’s Word. Contrary to all human
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wisdom and experience, Lazarus lived the successful life of faith in God. The rich
man was the failure for he did not fear, love, or trust God to be His Savior. Lazarus’
hope was fixed firmly upon the only sure and reliable foundation. God’s love and
grace as its revealed in His Son, Jesus Christ.
We know that the rich lacked saving faith in God for two reasons. First, the latter part
of the parable reveals that the rich man died and was forever separated from the
faithful who dwell in God’s presence. His eternity was one of anguish (vs. 24-25) and
torment (vs. 26). Second, the rich man did not demonstrate any fruits of faith in God;
specifically, he did not show any love for Lazarus who was laid at his gate in abject
poverty day after day. We know that the Lazarus was rich in saving faith for upon his
death, he was ushers by Abraham into heavenly glory. The parable doesn’t provide
details on how Lazarus’ faith was manifest in his day-to-day life. That’s not the point
of the parable. Rather, the rich man was presented day after day with a man upon
whom he could show love in real, tangible ways. The rich man did not because he had
no faith in or love for God. Consequently, the rich man did not love his neighbor,
Lazarus, as himself. That’s one of the ways godly, Christian faith manifests itself in
the world: love for your neighbor. Listen to I John 4:20–21 from today’s epistle
reading:
If anyone says, “I love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does
not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen.
And this commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his
brother.
It is in light of this teaching from the parable in Luke 16 and today’s epistle text that I
want to speak very briefly about the tumults of the past couple of weeks. I am a
Christian pastor and not a social or political theorist. Racism and the rule of law have
suddenly and dramatically come to forefront of our thinking since the death of George
Floyd and the disturbing events following his death. I will not comment on George
Floyd’s death specifically (to my knowledge the investigation is on-going and a trial
will follow) except to say that we Christians always seek justice and truth.
Christians reject racism and support the rule of law. Many Biblical reasons can be
given. But for today’s purpose let me simply say: we reject racism because it violates
Christ’s teaching of loving your neighbor as yourself. We uphold the rule of law,
meaning laws that reflect truth, justice, and wisdom, for through it, our neighbor is
loved and served. There is no mention of race in either the gospel or epistle texts.
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Rather, we simply love our neighbor which is that person whom the Lord brings into
our lives at any given moment. The rich man failed to love Lazarus. We love God the
Father and our neighbor because Christ loves us (I John 4:19). Christ Jesus
demonstrates God’s pure, divine love by dying and rising again for the people of this
world (Rom. 5:8). Revelation 7:9 describes Christians coming from “every nation,
from all tribes and people and languages standing before the throne (of God) and
before the Lamb.” There is no racism in heaven. There ought not be in the Church and
among Christians. Reconciliation between people is a gift of Christ’s gospel.
Nor is there lawlessness either. Our Lord Jesus recognized and respected the authority
of Caesar, the ruler over the Roman Empire, and of Pontius Pilate, the governor over
Judea. Lawlessness is a mark of the Antichrist according to II Thessalonians 2. We
Christians oppose the lawless destruction of people’s lives and property because it
violates the love of our neighbor for whom Christ died and supports the terror of the
antichrist. We are commanded by God’s Word to pray for and honor all who hold
legitimate authority (Rom. 13 & I Tim. 2). That includes government officials, law
enforcement, medical officials, teachers, and especially parents. In faith toward God
and in love toward our neighbor, let us pray for our broken world. That every man,
woman, and child may know Jesus in saving faith and that they may live in peace and
security under the rule of just and wise laws. And let us be God’s people who bear the
fruits of faith manifested in loving our neighbors as ourselves and as Christ has loved
us.
At the beginning of this sermon, I stated the life and teachings of Jesus provide the
interpretive framework for knowing ourselves and our world. Not our successes or
sins. Not the world’s wisdom for it is held in bondage to corruption. Jesus, His perfect
life, death, resurrection and teachings tell us who we are and how we live. He is our
success and our hope. And He will not disappoint. Let us pray. Heavenly Father …
grant us Your grace to keep Your commandments that we may please You in both
will and deed…
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Second Sunday after Trinity
June 21, 2020
Text: Luke 14:15–24
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

During a Sabbath dinner conversation at a chief Pharisee’s house, the Lord Jesus gave
a parable about the kingdom of God. This parable teaches us many things about God’s
kingdom. It’s prepared by God the Father Himself; it’s open to all people of all times
and places and cultures as pure gift; and Christ Himself is the food of the feast
celebrated in God’s kingdom. I think we need to stop ourselves for just a moment and
consider that God’s kingdom is compared to a feast. Not just any meal but a feast. We
are a fast food society. Much of the food we eat at home is highly processed and
prepackaged. Do we not get impatient if we have to wait at a restaurant?
My point in these observations is not social commentary but to highlight our own
situation so that we can understand the grandeur of God’s kingdom. Jesus doesn’t
compare the kingdom of God to a hasty lunch or, heaven forbid, a quick bite picked
up in a drive through. No, this is a feast! The prophet Isaiah (25:6–9) foresaw the
kingdom of God and described it as a feast of the finest meats and aged wine, well
refined. The king, God the Father, has prepared His banquet and He offers his love
and bounty to all people. And He gives the best, His Son, as the food of eternal life. “I
am the bread of life,” said, Jesus, “whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and
whoever believes in me shall never thirst” (John 6:35).
Dear saints of God, the feast of God’s kingdom has already begun and is being served
continually. We are the honored guest. God the Father has been offering the banquet
of His heavenly kingdom since Christ Jesus emptied Himself upon the cross for the
sins of the world and rose again that true life might once again been known among
His redeemed people. This worship service is part of the on-going festal celebration
whose participants include believers living presently on this earth and believers now
resting from their labors around God’s throne. But it also includes the entire heavenly
host. The apostle John saw and described this joyous host gathered around God’s
throne in Revelation 7. Saints of God, we are invited to rejoice in God’s banquet of
eternal life in which Christ Himself, the incarnate and glorified Son of God, gives of
Himself for our joy and renewal and strengthening.
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By His death, resurrection, and glorification, He has secured our place at the table. All
the ugliness of sin that stains are heart, soul, mind, and body is cleansed and washed
away by Christ’s holy and precious blood. Your sins are forgiven by Christ Jesus; He
declares you worthy and well-prepared. Our Lord’s resurrection from the dead broke
the gloomy shadow of death that broods over life in this world. The Lord Jesus has
been calling His people into the joy of His kingdom ever since He ascended in glory
to the Father’s right hand in glory. And this worship service is our on-going
participation in God the Father’s celebratory feast. Simply amazing.
But Christ provides a warning in the midst of the parable. Because of our fallen sinful
nature, which remains in us after our Christian baptism, we are tempted to despise
God’s Word and salvation and consider the banquet feast of little consequence. Three
different men gave excuses as to why they could not attend the feast. One bought
some land, another five yoke of oxen, and finally a third just got married. None of
these things were sinful or evil. In fact, they were quite good until they became more
important than fellowship with God, His Christ, and His people. It’s quite easy for us
to make rational, reasonable sounding excuses for neglecting the things of God.
I'm just a young adult. This is the time to have fun and figure out who I am. When
I settle down, get married, have kids, then I'll start to get serious about Church and
God's Word. Please have me excused.
I've got responsibilities now that I have children to take care of. I'm trying to work
my way up the ladder and keep my family financially secure. The weekend's my
only time to rest or get anything done around the house or spend any time with my
family. Please have me excused.
Retirement's just around the corner. These middle age years are my prime earning
years. Once I'm retired I'll have all sorts of time to hear God's Word. And I’ve
worked really hard so that I’ve been able to buy new properties and other new
gadgets. I need to use them while I can especially during these beautiful summer
days. Please have me excused.
I can finally travel and do all those things I wanted to do now that I'm in my
golden years. I better do so while I've still got my health. Please have me excused.
And for those of here, we too are tempted to despise the banquet of the Lord when
we hear the Word of the Lord that is read and preached but refuse to pay attention
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to it and receive it. We're at the banquet, so to speak, but our attention is elsewhere
rather than focused on God's free gifts of mercy and life in Christ. The food is in
front of us, but we're not hungry. We've lost sight of our need for Jesus and what
He has to give. (A hearty thanks to Rev. Aaron Koch for these insights!)
Let us all repent of neglecting of God’s Word. And we must realize that our need to
mortify and subject our sinful flesh to the discipline of God’s Word will continue
throughout our earthly life. In the parable, only poor beggars ate the rich food of the
banquet. That great confession we make at the beginning of our service, “I a poor
miserable sinner…” isn’t just filler. It’s a recognition of our need for Jesus and His
precious gifts of forgiveness, grace, and salvation.
We mustn’t forget that Jesus gave this parable during a Sabbath meal. Our Lord was
doing what was commanded of fathers: to teach their children the things of God. And
one of the best settings for teaching is around the dinner table. After He established
the Passover meal through Moses, the Lord gave these instructions in Exodus 12:26–
27:
And when your children say to you, ‘What do you mean by this service?’ 27you
shall say, ‘It is the sacrifice of the LORD’s Passover, for he passed over the houses
of the people of Israel in Egypt, when he struck the Egyptians but spared our
houses.’” And the people bowed their heads and worshiped.
26

God has given you fathers and grandfathers the responsibility of teaching your
children the great deeds of God. Asaph the psalmist composed Psalm 78 with this
instruction in mind:
Give ear, O my people, to my teaching … I will utter dark sayings from of old,
things that we have heard and known, that our fathers have told us. 4We will not
hide them from their children, but tell to the coming generation the glorious deeds
of the LORD, and his might, and the wonders that he has done.
1
3

Dear fathers and grandfathers, both our natural and our spiritual fathers, thank you for
your loving service given to us. Do not grow weary in fulfilling this noble task.
Scripture teaches us that the days are perilous. We need your strength, wisdom, and
fortitude. Lead your children and grandchildren to church. Or if they live out of town,
encourage them regularly to remain faithful to the worship of God. Teach them by
word and example why we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. It’s Christ Jesus giving us His
true body and blood for the forgiveness of sins. This meal coupled with God’s Word
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that that is read and preached is the great feast of victory over sin and death, the devil
and the world. Because of what we receive in worship on Sundays, we pray
throughout the week and hear God’s Word at home so that we may live faithful and
godly lives of faith. These things define who we are as God’s people. That is why we
cannot and must not neglect them. They give us life itself. The very life of Christ
Jesus who died and rose again for us. The Lord bless you richly, dear fathers in Christ.
I want to bring this sermon to a conclusion by listening to one of our fathers in the
faith. Martin Luther preached on this same gospel text almost 500 years ago. This is a
beautiful and powerful preaching of Christ’s gospel that is given to us each week in
our divine service.
Wherever Christians are gathered, there you find the table. The preaching of the
gospel is the dish. The servers are the pastors. Christ is the food. Through the
pastor's mouth the food is laid on the table and served; for when the gospel is
preached, this food is served up and offered. It is embraced solely in the Word and
is heard by young and old, learned and unlearned, rich and poor. Each person
receives just as much as anyone else in the world if only he believes, for it is a
food that fills and satisfies . . .
When I believe the gospel, I partake of Christ, and this nourishes and strengthens
my soul, it tastes of forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and bliss. When we are
encompassed by death, sin, disease, hard times, terror, and all manner of affliction,
this is our hunger and thirst. Specifically, those under great affliction are the ones
who find this food so delicious. When these terrified and fearful hearts and
consciences hear in the gospel that Christ suffered, was crucified, and died for
their sins, allowed himself to be prepared and served up as food for all hungry and
thirsty souls, and believe this without doubting, then their fragile hearts, distressed
consciences, and troubled souls are comforted and revived. (House Postils, II, pp.
243-244)
Thanks be to God for giving us the feast of eternal life.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Third Sunday after Trinity
June 28, 2020
Text: Luke 15:1–10
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today’s gospel reading begins with tax collectors and sinners “drawing near to hear
Jesus” (vs. 1). This notorious group of people aren’t simply getting physical close to
Jesus. Rather, they are drawing near to Jesus in faith, trust, love, and devotion. Jesus
is treating them in a way that no one else in that culture would dare to do. He receives
them with dignity, love, and forgiveness. Our Lord seems to think and act as if these
horrible, sinful people are actually children of God!
The Scribes and Pharisees, on the other hand, are absolutely appalled at what Jesus is
doing. Luke writes that the Pharisees and scribes grumbled saying, “This man receives
sinners and eats with them” (vs. 2). By describing them as “grumblers”, Luke is
purposefully associating the Pharisees and scribes with OT Israel who grumbled
during their wilderness wanderings. This is that same group of people who
experienced the Lord’s deliverance at the Passover and at the Red Sea only to die in
the wilderness because of their unbelief and grumbling. You can read about them in
Exodus and Numbers.
What’s shocking is that Jesus is treating the evil people of that society as if they are
the holy, blessed children of God. The Pharisees and scribes were the ones people
treated as the children of God. They excelled in holiness of life; it’s well known that
they devised 613 commandments meant to ensure that anyone who lived according to
them would keep the Law of Moses. Wow! These were the truly dedicated one; they
were people of Scripture, prayer, and daily devotion to the ways of the God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And yet Jesus treats them as if they are the one separated
from fellowship with God. Don’t misunderstand me here, Jesus loved and received
scribes and Pharisees too. Nicodemus is the most famous example from John’s gospel.
But Jesus received them when they came to Him in repentance and faith. In other
words, when they came to Him like the tax collectors and sinners. Our Lord Jesus,
then and now, rejects every form of self-righteousness. That’s precisely why the
Pharisees and scribes complained about Jesus. He didn’t accept or recognize their
righteousness.
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In order to explain why He receives sinners and rejects the self-righteous Pharisees
and scribes, Jesus tells three parables. Today’s reading from Luke 15 gives two of
them: the parable of the lost sheep and the parable of the lost coin. The third one, the
parable of the Prodigal Son, isn’t part of today’s Scripture lessons. It will show up
later in the church year. All three focus on the themes of sinners being lost, of those
sinners being found, and of the rejoicing in heaven and earth when lost sinners are
found.
Vs. 4, “What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not
leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, until he
finds it?” Speaking to the Pharisees and scribes, Jesus is basically saying, “Think
about it. Shepherds seek after lost sheep all the time. Surely you wouldn’t grumble at
the shepherd seeking out a lost sheep and bringing him back to the safety of the
flock?”
Vs. 5–6, “And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing. And when
he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them,
‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’” Again, Jesus is saying,
“You wouldn’t grumble at the joy of a shepherd finding a lost sheep? Would you
think it strange that a shepherd, whose livelihood depends upon the safety of the
sheep, would rejoice with family and friends when he returns home with the lost
sheep in perfect safety? If that’s not so strange a thing, then tell me, Pharisees and
scribes why are you grumbling at these lost sheep of Israel returning back to the safety
of faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? I’m seeking, finding, loving, and
rejoicing over the salvation of God’s lost sheep. Why are you grumbling?”
There’s another parable. Vs. 8, “Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses
one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently until she finds
it?” It’s as if Jesus were saying, “Now scribes and Pharisees, you wouldn’t grumble
over a woman seeking a single lost coin even though she still has nine others, would
you?”
To us moderns, this parable doesn’t have the same impact. Very few of us would
spend too much time searching for the coins of our day. A silver dollar or a
presidential dollar is just that, only a dollar. But the coin this woman losses would be
roughly equivalent to a day’s wage. Think of it like that. You wouldn’t grumble about
seeking and finding a day’s wage, would you?
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Vs. 9, “And when she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors,
saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.’” There it is again,
joy and celebration with family and friends over finding that which was lost. We
might send a text or Tweet or snapchat or something to a friend or two saying I just
found that $100 dollar bill!
It’s easy to read through these parables on glide right past them. There simple and
straightforward. But we must stop and consider who we are in these parables. To
which group do we belong? The sinners with whom Jesus loves to eat and receive? Or
the fine, upstanding, righteous acting religious types who grumble over the sins of
everyone else. Maybe we could look at it from the viewpoint of the items in the
parables. Do you consider yourself to be the lost coin and sheep, found and rejoiced
over by shepherd and the woman? The answer you give to these questions reveals
how you think of yourself in relation to Jesus.
Jesus loves all people. He died and rose again to forgive the sins of all people. There
difference between the Pharisees and scribes and the tax collectors and sinners is that
one group knew they were hopelessly lost and helpless. The other group thought they
were fine with their commandment keeping way of life. The one group had faith. The
other had obedience. One group trusted in the love and mercy of God revealed in
Christ. The other group trusted in self-righteousness.
Now, we know how we’re supposed to answer the questions I’m posing. We’re
supposed to say we’re the lost sinners found by Christ. And you would be correct. But
there’s a Pharisee and scribe in all of us. One the universal characteristics of the
human person is the desire to justify ourselves. In comes up in everything. We may
not be as crass and open about it as the Pharisees and scribes but it’s there,
nonetheless. In recent years, there’s been a good deal of discussion about the
phenomenon called “virtue signaling.” It’s the idea that we demonstrate our virtue and
moral character through the various causes and ideologies we support. So, our coffee
cups and t-shirts have slogans plastered on them. Companies and businesses make
loud pronouncements on the causes they are supporting. “Look here! I’m good and
moral because I support XYZ cause. You fill in the blank.”
Not all of this is wrong. There are times when we must speak out and act virtuously in
defense of righteousness. The problem is when we do these things for our own sake
rather than love for God and our neighbor. Jesus didn’t signal His love and acceptance
of sinners in order to win the applause of the crowd. No, He truly loved them and
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wanted them to know the freedom that comes through fellowship with God through
faith. At the end of both parables (vs. 7, 10), Jesus declares that there is more joy in
heaven and among the angels over one sinner who repents than there is over the selfrighteousness of the unrepentant. Jesus and the heavenly host rejoice with joy
unspeakable and happiness filled with glory when sinners repent; that is, instead of
following the ways of sin and death they change their minds – repent, turn 180
degrees – and follow Jesus in justifying grace.
Jesus came to this earth to save sinners. His desire is to take your sins and cast them
as far away from you as the east is far from the west (Psalm 103:12). He can do this,
and only He can do this, because He’s the one who died for them. That’s the centrality
of the atonement that we must uphold before our eyes. Jesus is the one who casts our
sins and failures away through the blood He shed on Calvary’s cross. Our justification
before God is only established because Jesus rose from the dead. Only Jesus can cast
away our sins. We don’t and we can’t. Only Jesus can do that for us. He’s the one
who seeks and finds the lost. We’re the lost ones. He’s the Savior of lost sinners!!
The Lord grant us hearts that rejoice in the forgiveness of sins which we receive in
Christ. And may our hearts rejoice when other lost sinners receive the same love and
forgiveness of Jesus.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Fourth Sunday after Trinity
July 5, 2020
Text: Luke 6:36–42
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Our Gospel text begins with some very powerful words, “Be merciful, even as your
Father is merciful” (vs. 36). The standard of mercy is God the Father Himself. I trust
you can see the wonderful news this is for us sinners! God the Father in heaven is
merciful. God’s Word declares from beginning to end that God the Father is merciful
and abounding in steadfast love. Consider the prophet Micah’s preaching about God’s
mercy in Micah 7:18, “Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing over
transgression for the remnant of his inheritance? He does not retain his anger forever,
because he delights in steadfast love.” Our Father pardons iniquities and delights in
steadfast love. The Hebrew word translated “steadfast love” ( ) ֶחֶ֖סֶ דcan also be
translated as “mercy.” It’s a deep, rich word that includes mercy, love, and enduring
loyalty. The Father delights in giving to His people His steadfast love and mercy; and
He remains faithful to those who desire His mercy. He is no miser who grants mercy
sparingly. He delights, takes pleasure in showing mercy by pardoning iniquities.
Immediately, we should be thinking about the Father’s mercy demonstrated in Christ
Jesus, our Lord. Through the perfect life and atoning death of His Son, God the Father
gives His steadfast love and mercy to sinners like you and me. Understanding the
delight the Father has in showing love and mercy should create greater depth in
appreciation for those famous New Testament passages of scripture like John 3:16.
“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever
believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” God the Father bestows
His steadfast love and mercy by giving His beloved Son. Jesus is the Father’s divine
gift of mercy and grace! No higher gift could be given, no greater expression of
mercy. Or consider our Lord’s declaration when calling Matthew, the tax collector, “‘I
desire mercy, and not sacrifice.’ For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”
Jesus seeks, above all, to give His saving mercy to sinners. It’s simply astounding.
The very Son of God in human flesh and blood is the Father’s gift to a humanity that
willingly sold itself into the slavery of sin, evil, and destruction. There is nothing in us
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that deserves God’s mercy. Otherwise it wouldn’t be mercy. Even as Christian who
are filled with the Holy Spirit, we struggle with and often succumb to the allurements
of sin. Too often, we return His grace with sin, inattention, and unthankfulness. But
the Father shows mercy to us anyway by sending the Holy Spirit to work repentance
and faith in our hearts and lives. The Father is continually working a change of heart
and mind, will and emotions in us so that we continue to seek truth and righteousness
rather an evil. In mercy, God the Father forgives us in Christ Jesus and renews our
lives by the ministry of the Spirit.
But there more! His mercy and grace are so expansive that God the Father even gives
us the physical things of this world. Our Lord Jesus taught that the Father causes the
sun to rise on the evil and the good; the Father sends rain upon the just and the unjust
alike (Matt. 5:45). In mercy, the Father gives His earthly gifts to all people, those with
and those without faith in Him, so that He sustains and enriches their earthly lives.
In in his teaching on the First Article of the Apostles’ Creed, Martin Luther
emphasized that God the Father gives us graciously all the things of this earthly life
such as food, drink, clothing, land, animals, friends, family, protection from evil and
danger “only out of fatherly, diving goodness and mercy, without any merit or
worthiness in me.” Consider that for a moment. Your parents, your children and
grandchildren, your neighbors, your country, your house, home, clothing, all earthly
things are the Father’s gifts to you! Given purely out of God’s delight in giving you
all things mercifully and richly.
We might pause and bit on this Independence Day weekend and consider that this
great country is the Father’s gift to us, for believers and for unbelievers alike. None of
us deserve to live here. This great land is the Father’s gift. Evils have been and are
being done in this country as well as every country on this beautiful world. But the
Father in mercy continues to give His gifts without any merit or worthiness in us.
Dear Christians, remain faithful in your various stations in life. We must speak and
live the truth. That includes a recognition that life itself and all that comes with it is
God’s gift bestowed richly and mercifully. On this weekend, my word of
encouragement in light of all the turmoil surrounding us is to pause, receive the
Father’s merciful goodness for living here in this time and place, and be thankful. Do
not surrender to the hatred, shame, and vice which are so abundantly being heaped
upon us. Yes. We will live and work justly according to the standard of God’s Word.
But we will also be thankful to the Father who delights in giving us such earthly gifts.
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And if our Father delights in such earthly mercy, how much more does He delight in
enriching our spiritual lives through the gift of His Son, Jesus. God the Father is
merciful and abounding in steadfast love. And thus all of God people can say,
“Amen.”
But I also trust you can see the problem this verse “Be merciful, even as your Father is
merciful” creates for us. In other words, God the Father is the standard of mercy, not
our whims, wishes, or intuitions. Considering things from this angle, we see that John
3:16 not only teaches us God’s mercy shown to us sinners but also the standard of
mercy we give to others. As God the Father gave His greatest treasure – His Son, so
we too give of ourselves and our treasures to show mercy to those who sin against us.
Let me give a flesh and blood example of this I’ve already mentioned. Jesus called
Matthew the tax collector to be His disciple and apostle upon which the Lord would
establish His Church. A tax collector in 1st century Israel was one of the most despised
persons in Jewish society. Most of Matthew’s contemporaries would gladly and
willingly seen Matthew punished for his collaboration with the Roman government.
But Jesus had mercy upon Matthew.
And look what mercy, even difficult mercy, accomplished! Matthew wrote the first
gospel upon which the Church stands. Tradition records that Matthew died a martyr’s
death in Africa while preaching Christ’s gospel. He gladly suffered death rather than
deny His Lord who had mercy upon him. This is the kind of mercy we Christians are
to receive and to share with others. “Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.”
The standard of mercy is God the Father.
Last week, I mentioned that we sinners are forever making ourselves the standard of
righteousness. We are constantly trying to justify ourselves, to make our actions,
opinions, and sentiments to be right. The Lord Jesus warns us first to get rid of the log
in our own eyes before we try to remove the speck in the eye of our neighbor (vs. 42).
More often than not we are too busy trying to remove specks from other people’s eyes
because we see ourselves as not needing to change or repent. That’s the log in our
own eyes; our on-going attempts to justify ourselves. But our vision is blurred by its
own unrighteousness, by the deceptions stemming from our own hearts and minds.
We need our vision cleared. Thus, we return back to the mercy of God the Father
found in the Lord Jesus. Jesus has to remove the log in our eyes. We can’t do it
without causing more damage to ourselves or to others.
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So where does this leave us? In the need of Christ’s mercy for ourselves and for those
around us. That is, we must return back to the blood of Christ shed on Calvary’s cross
all the more frequently. And we have access to the redeeming, mercy of Jesus only
through our Lord’s gospel. In baptism, the Father’s love and mercy claimed us as His
own dear children worthy of eternal life. Heaven and earth rejoiced when the Father’s
mercy was splashed upon each of us in His Trinitarian name. Week after week, we
return back to the preaching of God’s Word where we hear of the Father’s delight in
forgiving our sins. Week after week, we hunger and thirst for the body and blood of
Jesus. Day by day, we pray the Lord’s Pray, “and forgive us our trespasses as we
forgive those who trespass against us.” Like most of Christian life and piety, the first
place to practice receiving and giving mercy is in our homes among our family. And
then moving out further from there into workplaces and other areas of life. But begin
at home.
Having been so claimed by the mercy of God the Father revealed in Christ Jesus
through the ministry of the Spirit, we now seek to share that mercy with those who
have sinned against us. Let’s not pretend. This is a very, very difficult thing. But the
mercy we have received from the Father by Christ is the same mercy we Christians
seeks to share with other sinners, especially those who sin against us.
God’s mercy both received and then shared for those who sin against us becomes our
primary way of living. We trust in God’s mercy and love. We seek to live in it. And to
share it. God’s glory and grace and seen chiefly in showing mercy, a mercy that is
established in the death and resurrection of Jesus. By the grace of the Holy Spirit, let
us all desire to receive and share mercy even as God the Father delights in being
merciful to us.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Fifth Sunday after Trinity
July 12, 2020
Text: Psalm 16:10, Luke 5:1–11
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

King David composed Psalm 16 which we confessed together at the beginning of our
worship service. That psalm is a prophecy of Jesus especially His resurrection from
the dead. By the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, King David saw the resurrection of
Jesus 1,000 years before it actually occurred! Listen to David’s prophecy, “For you
will not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see corruption” (vs. 10). The
Son of God is speaking through King David revealing how He (i.e., God’s Son) will
destroy the work of death and sin.
We know from the 4 gospels that God the Father sent His beloved Son into this world
to be incarnate by the ministry of the Holy Spirit through the Virgin Mary. Our Lord
Jesus Christ is God the Father’s eternally begotten Son and also the Son of the Virgin
Mary, true God and true man in one person. This Jesus of Nazareth, God’s incarnate
Son, carried our sin and shame to the Calvary’s cross. There He died as the atoning
sacrifice that redeems humanity from sin. Holy Scripture records clearly and explicitly
that Jesus died and was buried in a borrowed tomb which was sealed by the Roman
authorities. And that was the end of it, or at least, that’s what the chief priests and
even Jesus’ disciples thought. But three days later, Jesus rose from the dead. His
human flesh did not see any form of decay or corruption. On Easter morning, Jesus
broke death’s dominion over the world. And King David saw it all.
This verse from Psalm 16:10 becomes the apostolic “proof-text” for preaching about
the resurrection of Jesus. The apostle Peter quoted this verse during His Pentecost
sermon in Jerusalem recorded in Acts 2:22–33:
“Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by
God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your
midst, as you yourselves know— 23this Jesus, delivered up according to the
definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of
lawless men. 24God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not
possible for him to be held by it. 25For David says concerning him (Ps. 2:8-11),
22
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“‘I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand that I may not be
shaken; 26therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; my flesh also
will dwell in hope. 27For you will not abandon my soul to Hades, or let your
Holy One see corruption. 28You have made known to me the paths of life; you
will make me full of gladness with your presence.’
“Brothers, I may say to you with confidence about the patriarch David that he
both died and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. 30Being therefore a
prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him that he would set
one of his descendants on his throne, 31he foresaw and spoke about the resurrection
of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption.
32
This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. 33Being therefore
exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise
of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you yourselves are seeing and
hearing.
29

The first sermon of the Christian Church includes the preaching of Christ’s death for
the sins of the world and especially our Lord resurrection from the dead. Peter was
preaching to Jews from all over the Roman empire. They would require proof from
God’s Word, the Old Testament scriptures. Peter cited Psalm 16:10 as establishing the
necessity of Jesus’ resurrection. The apostles and early Christians were witnesses of
these things. God’s Word, the Old Testament, described Christ’s ministry of saving
the world by dying and rising again. We Christian in the 21st century remain witnesses
to these things!
Lest we think this was an isolated reference, the apostle Paul cited this passage during
his preaching in the synagogue at Pisdian Antioch, recorded in Acts 13:34–39. Even
on the mission field – for this was Paul’s second missionary journey – the preaching
of Christ’s death on the cross and His resurrection is heard:
34

And as for the fact that he (i.e., God the Father) raised him from the dead, no
more to return to corruption, he has spoken in this way,
“‘I will give you the holy and sure blessings of David.’ (Is. 55:3)
35

Therefore he says also in another psalm (Ps. 2:10),
“‘You will not let your Holy One see corruption.’
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For David, after he had served the purpose of God in his own generation, fell
asleep and was laid with his fathers and saw corruption, 37but he whom God raised
up did not see corruption. 38Let it be known to you therefore, brothers, that through
this man forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you, 39and by him everyone who
believes is freed from everything from which you could not be freed by the law of
Moses.
The apostle Paul proclaimed that Psalm 16:10 could not have referred to King David,
the psalm’s author. David died, was buried, but did not rise from the dead. David’s
body saw corruption. But not so for David’s Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. He died, was
buried, but was raised from the dead. And because of this singular fact, forgiveness of
sins and freedom from the condemnations of the law of Moses is now proclaimed to
all the world in Christ’s name. This is the apostolic witness of the Church that remains
to this day. And the Church of the Lord Jesus Christ will continue to give witness to
Christ’s resurrection and the freedom it gives from sin, death, and Satan until He
returns on the Last Day.
What might this extended reflection upon the apostolic witness to Christ’s
resurrection have for us today? It helps provide us with needed clarity and
encouragement as we consider our task as Christians today. In today’s gospel text
from Luke 5, Peter, James, and John, experienced a miraculous catch of fish which
compelled Peter to confess his sin, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord”
(vs. 8). Jesus responds with a pure word of Gospel peace and forgiveness as well as a
call into apostolic ministry, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men”
(vs. 10). From this point forward, Peter, James, and John will be catchers of men.
They will catch men by preaching about the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. And
now we’re back to Peter’s and Paul’s preaching about Christ’s resurrection from
Psalm 16.
The Church of Jesus Christ and your Christian faith are established upon the gospel
proclamation that Christ Jesus died for the sins of the world, that God the Father
raised Him from the dead, and we too shall rise from the dead incorruptible. The
dominion of sin and death are forever broken. Of these glorious things, we are
witnesses.
In fact, the apostle Peter who preached about Christ’s resurrection from Psalm 16,
wrote his first epistle to Christians encouraging them. Look in your bulletin to I Peter
3:14–15, “But even if you should suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed.
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Have no fear of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts regard Christ the Lord as
holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason
for the hope that is in you.” These early Christians were suffering for being Christians,
for having faith in Jesus. Peter encouraged them to not be afraid. Did you notice that?
Those are the words Jesus spoke to Peter when he was afraid in the boat! Do not be
afraid, nor be troubled! We are followers of the living Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God
and Son of Man, who died and rose again from the dead without having experienced
corruption of body or soul! We need not be afraid for Jesus is the Lord over life and
death.
Having encouraged those early Christians with Christ’s forgiveness and victory over
death and the grave, Peter provides further admonition, “always being prepared to
make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you” (vs.
15). Christians have always been called upon to give witness to the hope we have in
Christ. Saints of God, the days of greater witness to the gospel hope we have in Christ
Jesus are here. And the hope we have is established upon the apostolic witness that
Christ Jesus was raised from the dead according to the Scriptures. We are the witness
that life is triumphant and death is defeated.
All of you have noticed that our entire world and our country are being held captive to
fear from the pandemic. The evidence of this fear is seen in how countries and
governments have responded with lockdowns, restrictions of liberties, an almost total
negation of the normal human experiences of work and interaction with family and
friends. Christian worship services are especially targeted as “high-risk” activities
though there is no evidence that such services are, in fact, high risk activities. Hear me
well, saints of God. The reason why the world is so afraid of this virus is that it
reminds us all that we are vulnerable to death. And the world fears death above all
things for it knows nothing of Christ’s resurrection from the dead.
These are days in which we Christians especially are to give witness to the confidence
we have in Christ’s resurrection. None of us wants to get sick and die of this virus or
from any other disease or malady. But we have a living hope established on the
resurrection of Jesus. This is the time we are to give a defense from such hope. We are
Christians, baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus, according to Romans 6.
As Christ is risen from the dead, so shall we rise from the dead (II Cor. 4:14). Death
for Christians is not the end nor is it the greatest evil. We need not be afraid of this
virus nor the death it might bring, though it rages against us with intimidating terror,
for we know Christ Jesus, the resurrected Lord who experienced no corruption of
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body or soul. When the Church faces disease, death, or hardship of any kind, she
preaches the resurrection of Jesus. Our witness to the world is, according to
Philippians 1:20–21, “I will not be ashamed, but that with full courage now as always
Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life of by death. For to me to live is
Christ, and to die is gain.” The dominion of sin and death are forever broken because
Christ is risen.
Let Christ’s victory be your comfort and peace and the reason for the hope that is
within you. We conclude with Psalm 16:11, “You make known to me the path of life;
in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures
forevermore.”
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Sixth Sunday after Trinity
July 19, 2020
Text: Matthew 5:17–26
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

King David composed Psalm 19, the psalm we confessed and prayed together at the
beginning of today’s service. Through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, David exalts
in the truth. Most of you are quite familiar with John 14:6 in which our Lord Jesus
Christ claims to be the way, the truth, and the life. Notice in this verse that Jesus is
more than simply a preacher of truth. He IS the truth. King David’s psalm is about the
truth that finds its source in the eternal Son of God who, 1,000 years after David
penned Psalm 19, became incarnate as man in the womb of the Virgin Mary through
the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
Psalm 19 can be divided into two sections. The first six verses describe the truth that
God reveals through creation. “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky
above proclaims his handiwork” (vs. 1). Truth can be known and understood through
the study of creation. In vs. 4, David calls the knowledge of God revealed in creation
as a “measuring line” which “goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end
of the world.” A “measuring line” is a standard by which all things are measured. In
other words, God’s truth is the standard of measurement for how we are to live in this
world. The truth revealed in creation does not give saving knowledge of God. But it is
true knowledge of God that is universally available to all people. For God’s truth is
like the sun, “Its rising is from the end of the heavens, and its circuit to the end of
them, and there is nothing hidden from its heat” (vs. 6).
From vs. 7 to the end of the psalm, David describes in some of the most beautiful
Hebrew poetry the truth found in God’s Word, the Bible. “The law of the Lord is
perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple;
the precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the Lord is
pure, enlightening the eyes; the fear of the Lord is clean, enduring forever; the just
decrees of the Lord are true, and righteous altogether” (vs. 7–9). The various phrases
David uses to describe God’s Word include both Law, God’s commandments of how
we should live and what sins we are to avoid, and Gospel, God’s work of salvation
found in the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ.
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Vs. 7–14 describe the truth that is found only through God’s holy Word. In Holy
Scripture, we learn of God’s trinitarian nature and our creation in His image. We
know the origin of sin and of God’s answer for our sins: the person and work of the
Lord Jesus Christ. The entire Bible, Old and New Testaments, point us to Jesus. To
repent of our sins and to find salvation in Him alone. Thus David, a very sinful man
who knew deeply of God’s love and forgiveness promised in the Savior, concluded
the psalm with “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be
acceptable in your sight, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer” (vs. 14). The Lord God
is our redeemer from sin and death and evil. He is the standard of truth in this world.
Not only in religious things like the Church but in the entire universe. God is author of
truth for He is true. And He created us to live righteously in His truth.
The Lord Jesus in today’s gospel text declares that God’s truth revealed especially in
the Law and the prophets will not be abolished by His ministry. Look at Matthew
5:17–18, 20, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have
not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and
earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is
accomplished…For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes
and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus did not set aside
God’s Law. Rather, He fulfills it. He is not only the author of God’s Law, He is the
Law’s sum and substance. He fills the Law up with Himself, His perfection, His
righteousness.
Now there’s a word we don’t use much these days. Righteousness. God created us to
be righteous in His sight. Because of our original and actual sin, we have no
righteousness and our sinful nature seeks to suppress God’s truth. And yet, Jesus
declares, in accordance with God’s Law, we are to be righteous. The standard of
righteousness is God Himself as it is revealed in His Word. To put it bluntly, you must
have a righteousness, defined by God, or you will not go to heaven. Without this
righteousness, your eternal destiny is to share in the judgment of eternal fire prepared
by God for the devil and his angels (Matt. 25:41); those are the words of Jesus! So
there is much at stake in our Lord’s teaching today.
The righteousness that Jesus is speaking of is defined by God, not man. For when man
speaks of righteousness, he thinks primarily in terms of morality and external actions.
That is one aspect of biblical righteousness but not its primary reference. Jesus says
our righteousness must exceed the right, moral, and religious behavior of the scribes
and Pharisees.
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And they were really good at it!! That is, they were good at the external behavior.
They gave a tenth of everything they possessed including the spices and herbs they
used in their food (Matt. 23:23, mint, dill, and cumin). They observed the various
traditions of the fathers (Mk. 7:1–4). They fasted often (Matt. 9:14), memorized God’s
Word and made phylacteries with Scripture passages for easy reference, and made
long prayers for all to hear and see (Matt. 23). And Jesus says that kind of
righteousness will not get you to heaven.
The righteousness God’s demand flows from fear, love, and trust in Him. In other
words, it’s a righteousness of faith, a spiritual righteousness of the heart that must
come from God Himself. This righteousness is described by the Ten Commandments.
But the Ten Commandments do not give this righteousness. That was the error the
scribes and Pharisees made. They thought righteousness in God’s sight could be
obtained and achieved by human effort in keeping the external demands of the Ten
Commandments. But their heart was impure and corrupted. God desires a
righteousness of faith that changes hearts and minds as well as behavior.
Listen to Jesus’ teaching about the 5th Commandment, “You shall not murder” in
order to understand the righteousness of the heart that flows from faith and love.
Matthew 5:21–22, Jesus said,
“You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and
whoever murders will be liable to judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone
who is angry with his brother will be liable to judgment; whoever insults his
brother will be liable to the council; and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be
liable to the hell of fire.”
Anger in the heart against your brother is the same as murder in God’s sight. An insult
deserves judgment. A rash condemnation of “You fool” is damnable to the hell of fire.
The 5th Commandment certainly forbids the taking of human life. But that’s just the
external. What it demands but cannot give is actual love and concern for your
neighbor’s physical wellbeing. Jesus uses the same standard of internal and external
righteousness when considering the 6th Commandment. A lustful look at a woman is
the same as committing adultery with her in God’s sight (Matt. 5:27–30). This is the
truth of God’s Word.
The righteousness that God demands is more than not harming someone, not having
illicit sex with another person, not stealing people property, not telling lies, and so
forth. God’s righteousness demands love and concern from the heart that then leads to
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action for the wellbeing of your neighbor. The spiritual righteousness comes first as a
gift of God through faith in Christ. And then love in thought, word, and deed follows.
But the righteousness of faith come first, then righteous deeds as a fruit of faith.
I trust you can see why we Christians must publicly oppose and speak against all the
rioting and mayhem that has taken place over the past several weeks in our country.
These kinds of actions are wrong not only according to the 10 Commandments, but
also according God’s truth revealed in creation. It is simply evil to destroy another
person’s property, life, and reputation. We Christians must be the voice of truth and
conscience to a world that is suppressing the truth in unrighteousness.
So we must preach to all people, including ourselves, that we are to repent of these
external deeds of evil as well as the sin that corrupts our hearts. We call all men,
women, and children to turn to Christ Jesus in repentance and faith. He is the one who
fulfills God’s Law; He is our righteousness for He alone took our sins of thought,
word, and deed to Calvary’s cross and died for them. He alone rose from the dead,
thus breaking the dominion of death and sin over our lives. The unique message of the
Gospel, which is found only the Bible, declares that sinners are forgiven and declared
righteous through faith in Jesus. This righteousness of faith moves the Christian to
live according to the Ten Commandments, internally and externally. That is, love for
God and the neighbor from the heart to actual word and deed.
Through faith in Christ, the Christian is declared righteous in the sight of God the
Father. The truth seen in creation and revealed in Scripture points us to Christ Jesus.
He is the sum and substance of God’s Law and God’s Gospel. The truth and
righteousness we seek is found through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. In and through
Christ, we are free to live righteously in love for God and man. “The just decrees of
the Lord are true, and righteous altogether. More to be desired are they than fine gold,
sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.”
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Seventh Sunday after Trinity
July 26, 2020
Text: Mark 8:1–9
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Bread is probably the most common food there is. To my knowledge, bread is almost
universal in every culture in every time of human history. You would expect to find
this because the Bible mentions bread as early as Genesis 3:19. Though this Biblical
reference may surprise us, yea, probably dismay us. Listen to Genesis 3:19, “By the
sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you return to the ground, for out of it you
were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” The Lord God spoke these
words to Adam after he (i.e., Adam) ate of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil. Since man’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden, bread, that simple but
delightful combination of grain flour and water cooked over heat, has been the staple
of humanity’s diet. In fact, the word “bread” becomes shorthand for everything
edible! Consider the Lord’s Prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread.” We rightly
understand this to include more than a loaf of bread. In the Small Catechism, Luther
expands this to include more than food for he teaches that “daily bread includes
everything that has to do with the support and needs of the body…”
But we must take note that bread becomes the staple of humanity’s diet only after
Adam’s original sin. Before their sin, the Lord God told Adam and Eve they were free
to eat from the fruits of the trees in the Garden. There is no mention of having to make
bread. God would provide their food through the fruits of the Garden that Adam was
to care for and tend. But after the Fall, bread would be eaten along with the fruits of
trees and other plants. But man will eat by the sweat of his face, that is, with hard
work. I think it somewhat providential that we are just coming to the end of this year’s
wheat harvest. It takes a ton of work to grow wheat not to mention the other things we
place on our tables.
I want to pause here to remind us all of one of the most basic and important Biblical
doctrines. The doctrine of vocation. Which basically says that God works through our
various callings and stations in life to share His love to His creation and to accomplish
His good and gracious will. These past several months have been a great reminder of
how connected we are to each other. Our entire way of life is established upon the
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service that we each give to each other in our vocations, our jobs, and responsibilities.
By the sweat of our brow and the sweat of others’ brow, we live in this world.
The Lord did not abandon His creation after Adam’s sins. God continues to share His
love through people. We can’t feed our family without farmers and ranchers, truckers
and merchants, construction workers, the various energy industries, medical
personnel, the business and financial sectors, and don’t forget about teachers and
educators, law enforcement, government, and most of all, parents. We need
musicians, artists, authors, and entertainers, and most of all children and
grandchildren to enrich our lives with joy and profundity.
This is not intended to be an exhaustive list but illustrative. We need each other in this
world especially during these times of great instability. Luther reminds us that God
gives daily bread, the many, many needs required to support body and life in this
world. So thank you all for your innumerable acts of love. Continue to bring the light
and love of Christ’s forgiveness into your callings, vocations, and stations in life for
God’s glory and for the good of all mankind.
Genesis 3:19 reminds us that we eat our daily bread in the midst of many afflictions.
Thus, the Bible from that point forward often describe our food as the bread of
affliction. The prophet Isaiah mentioned (Is. 30:20) “the bread of adversity and the
water of affliction” given by the Lord. The psalmist gave a solemn reminder that
“eating the bread of anxious toil” is useless without the Lord’s gifts of sleep and rest
(127:2). One of the key features of greatest Old Testament feast, the Passover, is
unleavened bread which Moses calls the “bread of affliction—for you came out of the
land of Egypt in haste” (Deut. 16:3).
We mustn’t forget these simple but basic truths about this earthly life. God solemnly
warned Adam about eating of the forbidden fruit, “for in the day that you eat of it you
shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17). That forbidden eating brought about the need for the
bread of affliction. The food of this world is good and wholesome, a true gift of God
in the midst of affliction, but it sustains earthly life, but only for so long. Eventually,
the judgment of Genesis 2:17 catches up with us. Death comes to us all. We need
something more than the bread of affliction. We desperately need the bread of life.
That desperate need – the bread of life – should provide greater understanding to why
Jesus ministers to the crowd in today’s gospel text from Mark 8. For three days, Jesus
had been preaching and teaching about the kingdom of God to a crowd of over 4,000
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people in a desolate, desert location. Three days in a desert! And the Lord Jesus did
not provide them with any earthly food until the very end. Imagine the situation.
Only at the end of providing them with the wholesome food of God’s kingdom made
available through His teaching, does Jesus give attention to their need for physical
food. Vs. 2–3, “I have compassion on the crowd, because they have been with me
now three days and have nothing to eat. And if I send them away hungry to their
homes, they will faint on the way. And some of them have come from far away.” We
might ask where was our Lord’s compassion during the three days? It was there too as
He fed them, not with the bread of affliction, but the bread of life. His good and
wholesome word and teaching. That divine bread sustained them spiritually and
physically.
Take careful note of the priority. The bread of life must take precedence over the
bread of affliction. The one gives eternal life, both physical and spiritual. The other
supports earthly life, but only so long. Did you notice how I described these two
breads? The bread of life actually gives life; the other only supports earthly life
temporarily. The bread of life is superior and has only one source. The apostle Peter,
in John 6:68, said to Jesus, “You have the words of eternal life.” Jesus alone has this
bread for He Himself is the Bread of life. Listen to Jesus from John 6:48–51:
48

I am the bread of life. 49Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they
died. 50This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it
and not die. 51I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of
this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the
world is my flesh.”
Jesus gives Himself. He is the bread of life. Our deepest hunger only finds satisfaction
in Him.
The bread of affliction doesn’t give life but only sustains earthly life temporarily. And
yet we spend so much time and energy working for the bread of affliction. This is a
constant reminder that the bread of our work is laced with affliction through and
through. It’s good and a gift of God but it’s inferior. We cannot work for the Bread of
life. It’s pure gift, beginning to end. And that’s why Jesus spent three days giving the
bread of life before miraculously giving them loaves of bread and fish. He gives both.
But the one must take priority.
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I spent some time earlier in this sermon reminding you of the doctrine of vocation.
How God works through your callings and stations in life to share His love and
accomplish His will. All of you are baptized Christians and heirs of God’s kingdom.
Your highest calling is to have life and fellowship with God the Father by means of
consuming the bread of Life, the Lord Jesus, through the grace and ministry of the
Holy Spirit. Your earthly vocations are to serve this highest end: life and fellowship
with God and His redeemed people.
Weeks ago, I spoke directly about the plight of Christians in this country and around
the world. Because of the Coronavirus, they have been denied access to the bread of
life distributed as Christ Jesus Himself established, that is, through hearing the
preached Word of God, corporate prayer, and reception of His body and blood in the
Lord’s Supper. I urged you then and I urge you now, to pray for our brothers and
sisters who continue to suffer from the depravation of God’s Word. The Lord God
will sustain them, I have no doubt. But this is a bitter affliction that we humbly ask
God to bring to an end.
But dear saints here, we have not had to go without the bread of life. For several
weeks, things were inconvenient and different. But we had the bread of life available
in Word and Sacrament. Let us not here take this for granted but rather be thankful
and diligent. This pandemic should remind us all the more directly how desperate our
need for God’s Word and Sacraments really is. To put it bluntly, we can’t live without
it; at least, we can’t live eternally without it. We are so very thankful for all the work
done to bring earthly food to our tables. Let us be all the more thankful for Christ’s
work of giving us Himself, the Bread of Life.
To this end, I encourage you to order or maybe even reorder your lives around the
priority of feasting on the Bread of Life: God’s Word and Sacraments in Church
should be held as most essential, above other essentials. Reading God’s Word coupled
with prayer should be the normal routine in your homes. Husbands pray with and for
your wives; mom and dads, pray with and for your children and grandchildren. Dear
Christians, pray with and for each other and the people of this world. Christ Jesus has
given us Himself, the bread of life. And we learned in the miraculous feeding of the
4,000 that there is always an abundance with Jesus. They had more left over than
when they began. That’s abundance of the Gospel, the superabundance of Jesus. Let
us set our appetites upon this Bread of life as our chief food.
We conclude today with the prayer and praise found in Psalm 33:1–4:
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Shout for joy in the Lord, O you righteous! Praise befits the upright. Give thanks
to the Lord with the lyre; make melody to him with the harp of ten strings! Sing to
him a new song; play skillfully on the strings, with loud shouts. For the word of
the Lord is upright, and all his work is done in faithfulness.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Eighth Sunday after Trinity
August 2, 2020
Text: Matthew 7:15–23
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

False prophets, false teachers, wolves in sheep’s clothing, evil trees attempting to
produce good fruit, hypocrites crying out “Lord, Lord” while not having true love and
faith in the Lord….it’s all a bewildering array of images that our Lord uses to teach us
that Biblical doctrine and godly living are eternally important; and they must never be
separated. In the Small Catechism, Martin Luther masterfully combines right doctrine
and godly living in his teaching on the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Petitions of the Lord’s Prayer.
You might turn to page 323 in your hymnal and follow along as we use the Catechism
according to its rightful purpose: a handbook in Biblical doctrine and godly living.
We begin with the 1st Petition, “Hallowed be Thy name.” Luther asks the question
“How is God’s name kept holy?” to which he answers as follows:
God’s name is kept holy when the Word of God is taught in its truth and purity,
and we, as the children of God, also lead holy lives according to it. Help us to do
this, dear Father in heaven! But anyone who teaches or lives contrary to God’s
Word profanes the name of God among us. Protect us from this, heavenly Father!
Our doctrine and our life either reflect the holiness of God’s name or they profane His
holy name. As we will see, the Lord warns us in today’s gospel text against
confessing one thing and then living something different.
Look at the 2nd Petition, “Thy kingdom come.” Luther asks the question “How does
God’s kingdom come?” and he gives this answer:
God’s kingdom comes when our heavenly Father gives us His Holy Spirit, so that
by His grace we believe His holy Word and lead godly loves here in time and there
in eternity.
Being a Christian means being filled with the Holy Spirit for the purpose of believing
God’s Word and living according to it now in the present and for all eternity. In other
words, right doctrine and godly living have eternal consequences. All the many, many
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questions we are being forced to consider these days are very important. As believers,
we must answer them faithfully according to God’s Word and live according to those
Biblical answers. The pressures of this world would seek to sap the life of Christ from
us by making us conform to lust, greed, fear, and selfishness. By the grace of the
Spirit, we, are being called by God to believe the truth and live according to it.
Finally, the 3rd Petition, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Luther asks the
question “How is God’s will done?” Luther teaches the following:
God’s will is done when He breaks and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the
devil, the world, and our sinful nature, which do not want us to hallow God’s name
or let His kingdom come; and when He strengthens and keeps us from in His Word
and faith until we die. This is His good and gracious will.
We have real, spiritual enemies with which we must daily fight. For convenience,
Luther groups all of our spiritual enemies under the biblical categories of the devil,
the world, and our sinful nature. With these we must do battle day after day. God the
Father desires that we confess true faith in Jesus and remain true to His Word until we
die. In other words, God’s gracious will is that we believe and live like Christians
every day of our lives until our very last earthly breath; the devil, the world, and our
sinful nature desire the exact opposite, unbelief, sin, and vice of every sort.
We see the two-sided emphasis on right doctrine and godly living in the gospel
reading from Matthew 7. This section is part of our Lord’s conclusion to His Sermon
on the Mount. Jesus warns His Church there will be false teachers preaching false
doctrines that will lead to unbelief and ungodly living. “Beware of false prophets, who
come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves” (vs. 15). Our
Lord’s teaching here isn’t very popular or well-understood these days. The Church in
all times and places has always had to fight against false doctrine being taught by
false teachers. There has never been a “golden, idealized” age of the Church. Not even
the days of the apostles was free from false teachers and wrong belief. Paul had to
contend against the Judaizers in Galatians who wanted to pervert Christ’s gospel of
declaring sinners righteous by faith alone and against the “super-apostles” in II
Corinthians who were preaching a different gospel than the one he and the original 12
were preaching. The apostle Peter, in his 2nd epistle, warned against preachers
speaking “destructive heresies” who also lived unholy lives of greed and sensuality.
Even John, the apostle of love, wrote about the spirit of the antichrist that was already
at work within the Church of the 1st century; that godless teaching denied the
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incarnation and atonement of our Lord. Christians have always had to contend for the
faith once delivered to the saints.
Dear people of God, in the midst of so much turmoil in our country, let us not become
indifferent to the preaching and teaching of true, wholesome doctrine nor of godly
living. I am often asked the question, “Pastor, how do I know who is right and who is
wrong? There are so many denominations and different teachings.” To these kinds of
questions I always remind people about Jesus’ teaching here in Matthew 7. He told us
in advance there would be false teachers. So we shouldn’t be surprised nor
discouraged when we must discern between truth and error.
And then I direct Christians to two primary sources to know what one must believe
and how one should live. First, the creeds of the Church. The Apostles’, the Nicene,
and the Athanasian Creeds. The creeds are meant to be short, summary statements
which present the most essential doctrines of the Bible in a concise manner. Learn the
creeds by heart and make them part of your normal way of thinking about doctrine
and life. Anything that contradicts the creeds contradicts the Bible. Start with the
creeds when considering whether or not any teaching – including this sermon! – is
faithful to the Bible.
Second, use the Small Catechism as a constant guide and teacher. I began this sermon
by using the explanations to the first three petitions of the Lord’s Prayer to exemplify
this very point! We require catechism students to memorize the Small Catechism so
that they always have a quick, faith, ready reference to judge all teachings and living
that claim to be Christian. If anything – including this sermon! – contradicts the Small
Catechism, it contradicts the Bible and is to be rejected.
The Lord Jesus told us that we would know teachers by their fruits (vs. 16, 20). Our
Lord is speaking about the doctrine they teach and the life they live. While it’s
possible to know the doctrine of a pastor or teacher through listening to his sermons,
Bible studies, and anything he may write in books, articles, devotions, etc. It’s very
difficult to know about that person’s life unless you live near them. We Christians
living in the digital age face a somewhat unique challenge and temptation. With the
internet, we have access to literally millions of preachers and teachers. That’s become
all the more apparent with the Covid restrictions. We can hear their doctrine. But we
can’t know their life. To this end, I encourage you not to seek out or submit to the
teachings of 1) those you know who have false doctrine or belong to groups that have
false doctrine and 2) you do not have some way of knowing about how they live their
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life. The Lord Jesus established that His Church would be nourished primarily
through the preaching of a living man who lives among those whom he serves. God’s
people are to be served by pastors whom they know and can evaluate both their
doctrine and life. The Lord Jesus warns us against those who simply say “Lord, Lord”
but do not do God’s will (vs. 21).
Dear saints of God, train your ears and your heart to yearn for nothing but the pure,
wholesome teachings of God’s Word preached by a pastor who lives according to
God’s Word. Remember, we pastors are sinners too. Nonetheless, our doctrine and
life must be consistent with the teachings of God’s Word. With humble determination,
demand Christ’s pure Gospel. For there can be no faith without the Gospel; there can
be no godly living without the message that Christ Jesus died to save sinners freely
without any merits or contributions on the part of the believer. The centrality of all
that we believe is focused upon the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. His
incarnation, His perfect life lived in loving obedience to the Father, His suffering and
death for our sins and the sins of the whole world, His resurrection from the dead to
destroy the power of death and the grave forever, His sending of the Holy Spirit into
our hearts through His preached Word and administered Sacraments, His on-going
forgiveness bestowed richly and daily through His life-giving Word and His
intercession for us at the Father’s right hand, and His return on the Last Day to take us
unto Himself in glory and victory. These things we believe and teach. And because of
this faith in Jesus, we live lives of godliness and obedience to His will.
As we conclude, we pray according to Psalm 26. Note how right faith and godly
living are beautifully interwoven. Let us pray:
1

Vindicate me, O LORD, for I have walked in my integrity, and I have trusted in
the LORD without wavering. 2Prove me, O LORD, and try me; test my heart and
my mind. 3For your steadfast love is before my eyes, and I walk in your
faithfulness…6I wash my hands in innocence and go around your altar, O LORD,
7
proclaiming thanksgiving aloud, and telling all your wondrous deeds…11But as
for me, I shall walk in my integrity; redeem me, and be gracious to me. 12My foot
stands on level ground; in the great assembly I will bless the LORD.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Ninth Sunday after Trinity
August 9, 2020
Text: Luke 16:1–13
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Through the 1st Commandment, God teaches us that we are to worship Him alone and
above all things. “You shall have no other gods” is the first and foundational
commandment. It’s more than simply the first in a list of 10 equally valid statements.
It’s the first because the remaining nine flow out of and have their ultimate rationale
in the first. To acknowledge God the Holy Trinity rightly requires that one honor His
name and Word (commandments 2 & 3), that one honors authority, cherish human life
as God’s precious gift, protect and hold sacred the sexuality of male and female as
well as the marriages of our neighbors, respect our neighbors possessions, speak the
truth in love and cherish the reputations of our neighbors, and refuse to covet the
people and things that belongs to other people (commandments 4-10). In other words,
the first commandment gives order, structure, and meaning to the remaining 9
commandments. The first commandment must be first in priority. God must be first
above all things or all those things corrupt and become corrupted. To put it negatively,
if God is not feared, loved, and trusted above all things, everything else becomes
corrupted by sin, disorder, and unbelief leading to idolatry in heart and mind.
The Lord Jesus Himself makes this stark dichotomy clear at the conclusion of today’s
reading from Luke 16. “No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the
one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You
cannot serve God and money” (vs. 13). We either serve God and we serve the false
gods of money, possessions, and earthly power. As our Lord put it, we either love and
serve God or we love and serve money. The old King James version of the Bible used
the rich word mammon which included money and every other form of earthly
possession, power, and wealth. In each and every human heart, there is either love and
trust in God or there is love and trust in mammon, earthly possessions.
Let’s consider more carefully our Lord’s teaching from Luke 16. It’s unusual and
bewildering, at least on the surface. Let’s review some details. In the story, the
parable, a rich man had a manager who oversaw the rich man’s possessions. But the
manager was a scoundrel who mismanaged the rich man’s possessions. We don’t
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know the details. Vs. 1 simply says, “…charges were brought to him (i.e., the rich
man) that this man (i.e., the manager) was wasting his possessions.” The manager was
ordered to hand over the books and told he’s fired (vs. 2). The manager rightly
understands that he’s in trouble. “What shall I do, since my master is taking the
management away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg”
(vs. 3). This is were it gets interesting. He concocts a plan to ingratiate himself to his
master’s debtors. The manager reduces the debt of one by 50%, another by 20% (vs.
5–7). Even in this, the manager is cheating the rich man. He’s been fired. Those debts
were reduced without authorization from the rich man.
Before we go any further, what do you think the rich man should do? His fired and
disgraced manager made some bad and dishonest deals without his knowledge or
authority. What would you do if you had been thus cheated? Things become really
strange, even weird. And that’s the point, as we’ll see. Vs. 8, “The master commended
the dishonest manager for his shrewdness. For the sons of this world are more shrewd
in dealing with the own generation than the sons of light.” Are you kidding me? The
master commends the dishonest manager! And to top it off, Jesus makes an
application that is startling. Vs. 8, “The sons of this world (i.e., unbelievers) are more
shrewd in their own dealings than the sons of light (i.e., Christians, believers).”
What are we to make of all this? The manager used all of his resources to secure his
future including his knowledge of the rich man’s character. The manager knew the
rich man to be kind, generous, and merciful. The dishonest manager trusted in the
mercy of the rich man in two ways. First, the rich man did not throw the manager into
jail for his mismanagement; he could have but didn’t. Second, the dishonest manager
trusted that the rich man would honor the deals he made with the rich man’s debtors.
Those debtors would then be ingratiated to the manager and help him out until things
settled down.
The dishonest manager established his entire future upon the goodness, generosity,
and mercy of the rich man. And that’s where our Lord’s teaching applies to us. Do we
place our hope for life in this world and in the world to come upon the goodness and
mercy of God to such an extent that we use all of our resources to serve the goal of
being Christian, being a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ? In other words, do we fear,
love, and trust and God above all things so that all our possessions, time, money,
resources, emotions, energy, family, friends, everything is used in the worship and
devotion of God and love for one another.
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What the dishonest manager did in a dishonest way we Christians are to do but with
honesty and integrity of heart and soul. That is, we are to use all that God gives us in
this earthly life to secure the eternal salvation of our own souls and to assist in the life
and salvation of those whom the Lord brings into our lives. This is the main idea of
this parable/teaching and of this sermon. Everything God gives us in this life is to be
brought into service to secure our eternal salvation and the salvation of those who the
Lord brings into our lives. The things of this life are used to support faith in Jesus and
love for one another. (Reference to Bodie’s baptism, parents’ management of his
spiritual life.)
The applications of our Lord’s teaching are many. Since our Lord’s teaching today is
about a manager and his work, let me ask you, “Why do you go to work?” The world
tells you to make money so that you can buy all the things you want. That in amassing
as much wealth as you can, you’ll find happiness and joy. For with wealth comes
power and prestige to be used to your own advantage. But Jesus teaches us that our
lives are more than the sum total of our material possessions (Luke 12:15). And in
Matthew 16:26, Jesus asks what’s the point of gaining the whole world only to lose
your soul in eternity? As Christians, we go to work and earn a living so that we can
show love to our family, neighbors, and community. We use our money to support the
church, to care for our neighbor in his/her need, and to demonstrate the love of Jesus.
If we work simply to have more money to have more things, we are serving mammon.
It becomes our master and we cannot serve two masters says Jesus. This line of
Biblical thinking could be applied to other areas of life too. Why we educate our
children, to serve God or money. Why we want to have good physical health, to serve
God or money. Why we seek good government, a stable economy, and a just society,
to serve God or money.
There are so many bewildering questions facing us these days. Christians must make
faithful decisions about what it means to be men and women, male and female, what
is marriage, how does race factor into daily life, what is the relationship between the
church and the state, how do we show love to our neighbor in the midst of a medical
crisis like Covid-19, what are we to do about our nation’s history, what about
abortion, what about racial injustice, the national anthem, what about groups like
Black Lives Matter, about wearing masks, social distancing. I could go on. To all
these things, we Christians are to give answer in such a way that God the Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit is served above all things. And by serving Him first, love for our
neighbor is then served most fully. Remember how we began this sermon. The 1 st
Commandment is the foundation and source for all the other commandments
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including those that teach us how we treat our neighbor and live our lives in this
world.
As Christians, we believe that God the Father is merciful and loving. He desires that
all men, women, and children of all nations, language, and cultures of all times and
places would be saved and come to the knowledge of salvation through faith in Jesus,
His Son. God has entrusted each of us with the management of all the persons and
things in our lives. In vs. 10–12, Jesus teaches us that we are to be faithful in all things
so that we can be entrusted with the true riches of His eternal kingdom. We use our
material resources for eternal purposes in our life and the lives of those around us.
We can’t buy or work our way into heaven. That’s the worst form of idolatry. Rather,
we know by faith that God gives us all things to be used in love and service to one
another. Our highest and chief treasure is Jesus. He’s the Savior, the One who
redeemed us from the darkness of sin, death, and eternal judgment. On the cross, we
see love in divine perfection. God gave Himself to us completely for our good, for our
salvation. What Jesus gives – eternal life, forgiveness, the blessings of this world and
the world to come – He gives freely and we receive with joy and thanksgiving. Those
gifts are freely shared with one another using all the possessions God gives to us.
In conclusion, let us pray using a portion of Psalm 51. In love and faith we pray for
ourselves, our loved ones, and our entire world:
“Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities. Create in me a clean
heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not away from your
presence, and take not your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your
salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit.” (Psalm 51:9–12).
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Tenth Sunday after Trinity
August 16, 2020
Text: Luke 19:41–48
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

During last week’s sermon, we considered how the 1st commandment teaches us to
have no other gods. God the Holy Trinity alone is to be worshipped and adored; He is
to be feared, loved, and trusted above all things for He alone is God. If we place our
love and trust in anything other than God, that thing become an idol, a false god. The
love and trust placed upon an idol corrupts heart, mind, body, and soul. The psalmist,
in Psalm 135:15–18, describes, with tragic irony, what happens to those who worship
false gods:
15

The idols of the nations are silver and gold, the work of human hands.
16
They have mouths, but do not speak; they have eyes, but do not see;
17
they have ears, but do not hear, nor is there any breath in their mouths.
18
Those who make them become like them, so do all who trust in them.
False worship offered to false gods corrupts the entire person. According to the poetry
of the psalmist, idolaters become mute, blind, deaf, and breathless, as dead as the idols
themselves.
Idolatry was not only a problem among the ancients but also for us moderns. Idolatry
is a ubiquitous and perennial human problem. For we are surrounded by false gods
that require faithful devotion: money, sex, entertainment, health care, government, the
lust for power, and so forth. Anything upon which we humans inordinately place our
hopes and desires for life and happiness.
It has long been noted that the things and ideas most important to a people or culture
are often revealed in the buildings and structures they build, particularly the materials
and functions of the buildings and their location within the community. What do our
American buildings, their size, the quality of their materials, their function,
prominence, and location within the community reveal about what we as a people,
fear, love, and trust? Using these criteria, it’s easy to see that churches and objects
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reflecting the Christian faith are not nearly as prominent as commercial and
government buildings, hospitals, stadiums and other venues of entertainment, etc.
We can take this too far. This is but one diagnostic tool. Building large churches in the
middle of the town does not, by that fact alone, mean everything is good and right.
Both idolatry and true Christian faith are matters of the heart, first and foremost, that
then work their way out into the larger spheres of life. This is the teaching of our Lord
Himself in Matthew 6:19–21:
“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy
and where thieves break in and steal, 20but lay up for yourselves treasures in
heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in
and steal. 21For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
19

Wherever we place our heart, that is, whatever we fear, love, and trust, becomes our
god. If the treasure of our heart is found in God, His Word, and grace, then all is well.
Otherwise, we descend into the darkness of idolatry, as the psalmist described.
Wherever our treasure is, there will our heart be also.
The gospel reading for today revealed the idolatry that had infected the people of
Jerusalem. That ancient city was the heart and soul of the Jews’ country and faith. It
was called the city of God. They had the Temple; it dominated the landscape
reflecting their devotion to the worship of God according to the Mosaic Covenant. It
was a magnificent structure first built by the Jews returning from Babylonian exile in
the 6th century B.C. That Temple, when it was first built, was a relatively humble
structure meant to replace Solomon’s glorious Temple destroyed by King
Nebuchadnezzar in 586 B.C. But over time, the second Temple was enlarged and
made more splendid. By the time of today’s Gospel reading, it had been under
renovation for decades; it was indeed an impressive structure that dominated the
landscape of 1st century Jerusalem. It certainly reflected where their heart and treasure
lay.
The Lord Jesus saw Jerusalem, His city and its glorious Temple. And He wept over it.
Listen to our Lord’s emotion and pathos in vs. 41–42, “When Jesus drew near and
saw the city, he wept over it, saying, ‘Would that you, even you, had known on this
day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes.”
Everything about that city pointed to this glorious day: the arrival of God’s Christ, the
Messiah, the Savior of the world. That Temple built according to God’s command
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testified to the God who desired to dwell among His people. The sacrifices, the
prayers, the priesthood, the Scriptures read and taught all pointed to God living among
them in love and grace. And here is God in human flesh, Jesus of Nazareth. But they
couldn’t see it.
They were blinded by their idolatry even as the psalmist described. They trusted in the
Temple rather than Him whom the Temple proclaimed. Jeremiah, the great prophet
who preached and suffered greatly for his faithfulness to God, warned God’s old
testament people about trusting in the Temple rather than the Lord which the Temple
proclaimed. We heard his preaching in Jeremiah 7:3–4, part of today’s OT reading,
“Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Amend your ways and your deeds,
and I will let you dwell in this place. Do not trust in these deceptive words: ‘This is
the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord.’”
Jeremiah was warning them about trusting in the first Temple built around 970 B.C.
by Solomon, King David’s son. They had come to believe that nothing could harm
them or Jerusalem because the temple of the Lord was in their midst. The temple, the
temple, the temple. There was no true faith in God, only confidence in a magnificent
building. That’s where they placed their trust. And it became an idol to them. The
Lord chastised them through Jeremiah in vs. 8–10. Consider well the prophet’s
diagnosis of their spiritual problem,
Behold, you trust in deceptive words to no avail. Will you steal, murder,
commit adultery, swear falsely, make offerings to Baal (a false god of the
Canaanites), and go after other gods that you have not known, and then come
and stand before me in this house, which is called by name, and say, ‘We are
delivered!’–only to go on doing all these abominations?
Their idolatry, along with their disobedience to the other commandments, was brought
into the Temple. In judgment, the Lord took away the first Temple in 586 B.C. and
they were carried off into Babylonian captivity. The Lord pleaded with His people but
they became deaf, mute, blind, and lifeless, just like the idols they trusted. God judged
them for their unbelief and hardened hearts.
Jesus wept over Jerusalem because the Jews of His days had fallen into the same
idolatry as the Jews in Jeremiah’s day; they were blind and ignorant to the time of
divine visitation (vs. 44). Those Jews trusted in the Temple but not the God of the
Temple, God the Father almighty, and His incarnate Son, Jesus, who was anointed by
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the Holy Spirit to be their Lord and Savior. God’s people had become corrupted with
the false gods of avarice, greed, and profiteering as evidenced by the money changers
set up in the Temple. Moses had written that people could purchase an animal for
sacrifice at the Temple if they had to travel from afar. The exception became the norm
and it proved big business. Vs. 45 reveals that Jesus went into the Temple and drove
out those who sold pigeons and animals for sacrifice while quoting Isaiah 56:6 and
Jeremiah 7:11, “My house shall be a house of prayer, but you have made it a den of
robbers.”
In vs. 43–44, the Lord predicted that Jerusalem, its Temple, and her people would be
utterly destroyed because of their unbelief and rejection of the Savior. Almost 40
years after Jesus made that prediction, the Romans destroyed Jerusalem with an
unimaginable slaughter and devastation. Our Lord’s teaching here is most sober and
should cause us to pause. Remember, saving faith and idolatry are both matters of the
heart. Where your treasure is. What you fear, love, and trust. Where you find ultimate
joy, comfort, and hope. The human heart worships something; it cannot be otherwise.
Either the true God of heaven and earth or idols. Idolatry leads to judgment. True faith
in God brings salvation through Christ Jesus, the Savior.
This is the time of God’s visitation in the person and work of the Lord Jesus preached
and proclaimed in His precious gospel and sacraments. In II Corinthians 6:1–2, the
apostle Paul appealed to those early Christians not to receive the grace of God in vain.
For “now is the day of salvation.” Search your hearts, dear people of God, and purge
out the evil leaven of sin, indifference, impatience, and sloth in the things of God.
Remember how the Lord has always called His people to abandon the idols of the
heart that so easily tempt us.
Seek the salvation found in Christ Jesus. Hunger and thirst for the bread and water of
life, Jesus Himself. All other helpers and gods will fail you. But Jesus went to the
cross and rose from the dead so that He might visit you during this time of grace with
forgiveness, grace, joy, and salvation. He desires to make known to you “the things
that make for peace” (vs. 42). Here they are today, the things that make for peace. Our
Lord’s eternal gospel of new life in found in the crucified and resurrected Jesus, His
body and blood given and shed for the forgiveness of sins in Holy Supper, the
remembrance of your baptism into His death and resurrection, His prayer given to us
whereby we call God our Father, His Spirit bestowed upon us by word and sacrament
and received by faith, the fellowship of saints, and the hope of the resurrection unto
eternal life. These are God’s things that make for peace that transcends human
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understanding as well as the trials of this life. Receive them anew today. For God is a
God of grace. And this is the day of salvation unto joy and peace.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
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Text: Luke 18:9–14
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

What went wrong with Cain and Abel? The firstborn son of Adam and Eve, Cain,
killed his younger brother, Abel. Genesis 4:4–5 records that Cain brought an offering
to the Lord from the fruit of the ground while Abel brought an offering from the flock.
The Lord regarded the offering of Abel but disregarded the offering of Cain. Are
animal sacrifices superior to grain offerings? Some have speculated that maybe Cain
was disobeying Adam’s instructions about how to offer God-pleasing sacrifices,
though the biblical text doesn’t say this explicitly. Later, under the Law of Moses,
both kinds of sacrifices are commanded and commended though the blood sacrifices
of animals do have more prominence. But to answer the question about the
sacrifices…there doesn’t appear to be any defect in the offerings themselves.
The problem lay with the heart of the person making the offering. Abel had true faith
in God; Cain did not. I’m bringing us back again to a theme we’ve heard over the past
couple of weeks. A right relationship with God is a matter of the heart. Of course,
we’re not talking about that fleshly organ that pumps blood through our veins nor are
we talking simply about our emotions. Biblically speaking, the heart is the inner man,
that part of us that makes us who we are as unique people, our emotions, sentiments,
and desires. Abel’s heart, that is, his emotions, sentiments, and desires, was filled with
faith in God His creator. He feared, loved, and trusted in God above all things. And
that’s why God regarded His sacrifice. It was offered in faith. Cain’s heart was not
filled with faith in God. He trusted in himself rather than God. The Lord rejected His
sacrifice because it was not given in faith and trust. An offering from the flocks was
not, in itself, better than an offering from the fruit of the earth. The difference was
found, not in the offering, but in the heart of the one making the offering.
If you look back at Genesis 4, you might say that the text doesn’t say anything about
the faith of Cain or Abel. And that’s certainly true. But the writer to the book of
Hebrews makes this connection in Hebrews 11:4, “By faith Abel offered to God a
more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he was commended as righteous,
God commending him by accepting his gifts. And through his faith, though he died,
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he still speaks.” The first two words are the qualifiers for everything else. By faith
Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain. Faith was the difference.
Hebrews doesn’t mention Cain’s spiritual condition but the apostle John does in I
John 3:12, “We should not be like Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his
brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his
brother’s righteous.” Abel’s deeds were righteous before God because Abel had faith
in God; without faith, says Hebrews, it is impossible to please God (Heb. 11:6). Cain
was of the evil one, the devil, for he had no faith in God. Cain murdered his brother
because the devil was a liar and murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the
truth (John 8:44). Whatever instruction Adam and Eve had given Cain about faith in
God and the hope of redemption the Lord had already promised in the coming seed of
the woman (Gen. 3:15), Cain rejected in unbelief and self-righteousness.
From the outside, Cain and Abel probably looked very similar to each other. They
were brothers. And their offerings looked equally good too. Different kinds of
offerings but both were displays of religious devotion. But one was good, born out of
faith. The other was evil, born out of self-righteousness. It all goes back to faith in the
human heart and not the external appearance of things.
Let’s consider the famous parable from Luke 18 in order to see how our Lord Jesus
teaches on this subject. Vs. 9 instructs us on why Jesus gave the parable in the first
place, “Jesus also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were
righteous, and treated others with contempt.” Jesus is teaching against any form of
self-righteousness, that is, a righteousness not from faith and trust in God but from the
person’s own works or inherent goodness.
There are two men, both involved in a pious act of devotion to God: prayer. They are
not brothers like Cain and Abel but both seem to be pious and devote, at least
according to their external appearances. But the externals don’t reveal the internal
reality of their hearts.
Consider the Pharisee’s prayer, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men,
extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I
give tithes of all that I get” (vs. 11–12). There’s no indication that the Pharisee is lying
about his pious life. Pharisees were known for fasting often and praying regularly.
Nothing wrong with fasting and praying. The Lord Jesus teaches that His disciples,
that is you and me and all baptized believers will fast and pray (Matt. 6). Nothing
wrong with giving 10% of all your material possessions to support the ministry of

3

God’s Word. In the NT, we aren’t commanded to give a certain percentage of our
material resources but we are called upon to give to the Church and to others in need
out of a generous and joyous heart! (II Cor. 9:7) And the Bible, both OT and NT
teaches against being extortioners, unjust, or adulterers.
But we learn in vs. 14 that this righteous looking man doing all kinds of righteous
things is not justified in the sight of God. Like Cain, this man’s sacrifice – his prayer
in this situation – is rejected by God. There was no faith in God. No acknowledgment
of any need for God, His mercy or love. No sin on his part. Only his own
righteousness. I do this. I don’t do that. No faith. His heart is dead to God even though
he is going religious things. God answered this Pharisee according to the words of
Asaph the psalmist in Psalm 50:16, 21, “But to the wicked God says: ‘What right have
you to recite my statutes or take my covenant on your lips? … These things you have
done, and I have been silent; you thought that I was one like yourself. But now I
rebuke you and lay the charge before you.”
Consider the tax collector. There’s nothing wrong with being a tax collector, back
then or now. Romans 13:7 teaches us Christians that we are to pay taxes to whom
taxes are due. Tax evasion is a sin! But in the NT era, tax collectors were hated and
despised for they were generally greedy extortionists. The Roman government hired
natives of whatever country they conquered to collect taxes. If they wanted to line
their pockets by collecting more, so be it. Just make sure you tax collectors collected
and deliver to the government what is required. Anything above that you can keep.
In Luke 19, we meet a chief tax collector named Zacchaeus. He was the short man
who climbed a sycamore tree in order to see Jesus. After Jesus invited Himself to
Zacchaeus’ house, Zacchaeus promised to restore any money he had taken through
fraud times four! He had extorted money; it was a common problem in those days.
But when he met Jesus and heard His word of grace and mercy, Zacchaeus became a
believer. He repented of his sin, and the fruits of repentance were seen in restoring
any ill-gotten money times four.
The tax collector in the parable doesn’t mention any particular sin but he does confess
being a sinner needing mercy. Consider his prayer. Without even raising his eyes to
heaven, the tax collector beats upon his chest and prays, “God, be merciful to me, a
sinner!” (vs. 13). That’s it. No bargains or statements about God taking into account
whatever good works he may have done. There’s none of that kind of thing. This is
pure, simple faith in God crying out for forgives and mercy. It’s what we pray every
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Sunday in the Kyrie. “Lord, have mercy upon, Christ, have mercy upon us. Lord, have
mercy upon us.” We learn in vs. 14, that this very notable sinner leaves that day
justified in God’s sight. Not because of the act of prayer but because he had faith in
God from the heart. Like Abel, this man’s prayer was accepted and answered by God
for he came in faith. Asaph, the composer of Psalm 50:14–15, describes such faith
like this: “Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving, and perform your vows to the
Most High, and call upon me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you shall
glorify me.” The tax collector called upon God in his trouble, the Lord answered in
mercy and was glorified.
The shocking thing about this parable is that the known, obvious sinner is declared
righteous in God’s sight; he’s justified. Whereas the righteous looking Pharisee is
declared unrighteous in God’s sight. The difference in the two men was faith in the
heart. The tax collector had it and was a Christian; the Pharisee did not and was not a
Christian.
I think we can all make easy and ready application to our own hearts, minds, and
lives. There is a Luke 18 type of Pharisee in us all. We seek to justify ourselves before
God and one another. Look at all the good things we do! Our prayers, tithes and
offerings, church attendance; how we raise our kids to be moral, good people, how we
conduct ourselves at work with honesty and integrity. On it goes. Those are good
things, things that we Christians should be doing. But we can never look to ourselves
in order to have a righteous standing before God. No, we look to the crucified and
resurrected Jesus in faith and say, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” When the heart
is cleansed by the blood of Jesus through faith, then the order of our life is rightly set
in place. But it all begins in the heart. With faith in Jesus who forgiveness sinners by
dying and rising again for them. Who comes to sinners graciously with salvation in
baptism, holy words read and heard, preaching, holy meal, and prayer. When our
hearts are cleansed by Jesus, there is confidence and courage to face the trials of the
day. Through faith in Jesus we pray with Asaph the psalmist (50:23), “The one who
offers thanksgiving as his sacrifice glorifies me; to one who orders his way rightly I
will show the salvation of God!” God grant us all Christian faith in the heart that sees
the salvation found in Christ Jesus our Lord …
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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The first time Jesus went to the Decapolis he ran into a man possessed by a legion of
demons. They drove this poor soul to live among the tombs and to cut himself with
stones. He possessed such supernatural strength that he ripped apart the chains the
men of the region used to subdue him. It’s truly one of the most tragic scenes in the
Bible. We learn in Mark 5 that Jesus cast out the legion of demons by the power of
His word and they went hiding in a herd of pigs nearby. Those terrified pigs ran off a
steep cliff into the sea and perished, all 2,000 of them. As a result of Jesus’ powerful
word, the man, now set free from his oppression, is clothed and in his right mind. The
locals asked Jesus to leave. And so He did.
Now we’re in Mark 7 and Jesus has returned back to the Decapolis. Some people from
that area brought to Jesus “a man who was deaf and had a speech impediment, and
they begged him to lay his hands on him” (vs. 32). We don’t know who these people
were. Did they know about Jesus and His encounter with Legion, that demonpossessed man described in Mark 5? We can’t say. But they had faith in Jesus. And
our Lord will never turn away anyone who comes to Him in faith and trust.
These past few weeks, I’ve have particularly emphasized that Christian faith is true
fear, love, and trust in God from the heart. Such faith in the heart is created by the
Holy Spirit through the holy and precious gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. The reason
I have given such attention to this characteristic of faith is that it seemed to me we all
need to be reminded what being a Christian is all about. These are troubling times;
much that was taken for granted has now proven to be uncertain. But not our most
holy faith in Jesus. This faith and trust in Christ gives the forgiveness of sins and
justification unto eternal life that He won for us through His perfect life, sacrificial
death on the cross, and triumphant resurrection from the dead. He is the Lord and
Savior who has claimed each of us as His own dear child when we were baptized in
God’s holy name. This faith and trust in the heart, given us to by the Holy Spirit
through the gospel is described like this in Hebrews 11:
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(believers) through faith conquered kingdoms, enforced justice, obtained
promises, stopped the mouths of lions, 34quenched the power of fire, escaped
the edge of the sword, were made strong out of weakness, became mighty in
war, put foreign armies to flight. 35Women received back their dead by
resurrection. Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might
rise again to a better life. 36Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even
chains and imprisonment. 37They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they
were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep and goats,
destitute, afflicted, mistreated— 38of whom the world was not worthy—
wandering about in deserts and mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth.
39
And all these, though commended through their faith, did not receive what
was promised, 40since God had promised something better for us…
This is the kind of faith that is yours in Christ Jesus. It is a most precious gift.
And yet, today, I want to add another most important characteristic of Christian faith
that is easily taken for granted. The gospel reading provides a corrective. And it’s
simply this. Christian faith, that is love and trust, always has an object to which it
looks. Or better, Christian faith always looks to a person: the crucified and resurrected
Lord Jesus Christ. The unnamed people of the Decapolis had faith in Jesus. Vs. 32 of
the gospel text says “they begged him to lay his hand on him (i.e., the deaf-mute).”
Christian faith never looks to itself. It always looks to Jesus and clings to His
promises. Those believers described in Hebrews 11 were victorious in life and death
not because they looked inside themselves, not even to their own hearts, but to God
whom they trusted to be faithful to them. From time to time, usually during times of
difficulty or adversity, you will hear people say, “Well, at least, I have my faith.” I
think I know what they are trying to say. But Christian faith is never an object unto
itself; faith in faith is simply wrong. True Christian faith and trust always looks to
Jesus; He is always the focus. So, no matter what trial or cross comes to us, we can
rightly and confidently say, Christ Jesus is faithful to me. He is my Lord; I belong to
Him. And nothing in heaven or earth, life or death, neither things present not things to
come can take the Lord Jesus from me. The strength of Christian faith is found in the
Lord Jesus Christ, His love, His redemption, His promises. To Him we cling in faith,
love, and trust. Heaven and earth will pass away but not the word and promises of our
Savior, Jesus our Lord.
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The Lord hears their cry of faith to heal their friend. Jesus, in vs. 33, took the deafmute aside privately from the crowd. This is quite different from how the Lord
delivered the demon-possessed man of Mark 5. That was all out in the open for
everyone to see. But not this time.
Regardless of the circumstances, Jesus is primarily concerned about the individual
person and that person’s unique needs rather than the expectations of crowds or of
other people. The situation in Mark 5 demanded dramatic, decisive action. But even in
that case, after the people settled down from the drama of the pigs running off the
cliff, the people saw Jesus sitting with the formerly demon-possessed man. Our Lord
wasn’t interested in the crowd’s reaction. He was concerned about this man who had
suffered immensely under demonic oppression.
In Mark 7, the miracle happens in private. But the Jesus heals the deaf-mute is
strange. The people had asked Jesus to lay His hands on the man. Simple. No fuss.
Jesus healed a number of people by a simple touch. But here, Jesus “put his fingers
into his ears (i.e., the deaf man’s ears), and after spitting touched his tongue” (vs. 33).
Fingers in the ears, spit on the tongue. Strange actions to be sure.
But even those bizarre actions didn’t complete the healing and this is most important.
Vs. 34–35 says, “And looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, ‘Ephphatha,’
that is, ‘Be opened.’ And his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke
plainly” (vs. 35). Through the means of words and sighs combined with spit and
fingers, the man was healed.
The Bible provides ample testimony to the fact that God generally works His gracious
will through tangible means combined with God’s word and promise. Moses works
the Lord’s wonders through his staff which the Lord commanded him to us. The walls
of Jericho come tumbling down my means of marching and the sound of rams’ horn
according to God’s Word and command. The salvation of the world and the defeat of
sin, death, and Satan are achieved my means of a real Roman cross. So it should not
surprise us that Jesus uses His own spit, the fingers of His hands, and words of His
native language to heal this man deaf man.
And it should not surprise us to know that Christ works His redemptive will in our
lives through the means of His preached Gospel and administered sacraments. To
touch bases back to our earlier comments about Christian faith, Jesus creates faith in
Him through His Word and His sacraments, which are tangible, earthly things
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combined with His Word. The regular, normal way in which God gives us His grace
includes water in Baptism, bread and wine in the Lord’s Supper, the voice of a pastor
in preaching as well as confession and absolution. Through these mundane means, the
Lord Jesus creates and sustains your most holy faith in Him.
The healing of the deaf-mute strengthens our faith in Jesus and encourages us for
living the Christian life for it reminds us that God continues to work in our lives.
Through Christ’s Word and sacraments, the Holy Spirit is constantly nurturing our
faith and trust in God the Father. Sin and the devil and all the effects of humanity’s
sins, like deafness, viruses, sicknesses of every kind, social disorder, hatred, and vice
of every kind are defeated. Not just generally. But in your life, sin, the devil, and evil
are defeated. Our physical bodies will die one day. But God’s Word declares that
when Christ comes again on the Last Day, He will speak, the dead will hear His voice,
and rise from their tombs. And the bodies of believes will be resurrected unto eternal
life to be with Jesus and all the saints of all times, places, languages, races, and
cultures never to feel the sting of sin and death again.
I want to bring this sermon to its conclusion with a timely word of comfort and
assurance. In his sermon on this text, Martin Luther declared that Christ, wants to
assure us that our salvation is granted to us graciously through Christ’s Word alone.
The greatest miracle and the mightiest work is giving a person ears that gladly hear
God’s Word and a tongue that honors God in true faith (Vol. 6, p. 397). As Jesus
opened the ear and release the tongue of the deaf-mute, so he opens our ears to His
Word and we freely and joyous proclaim the goodness and grace of Jesus. That is the
greatest miracle: faith in Jesus, to hear His Word, believe it with heart and mind, and
declare His glorious praise. All glory and honor and praise to our Lord Jesus Christ.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Today’s reading from Luke 10 is one of the most famous parables in the Bible, the
parable of the Good Samaritan. It is about loving God and loving your neighbor, even
those neighbors who are your enemies or maybe just simply annoy you. To love God
is to love your neighbor. To love your neighbor is to love God. The wonderful
dynamic of Christianity is encapsulated in this very teaching. Loving God through
faith in Christ Jesus also means loving your neighbor in mercy in Christ’s name.
Earlier in Jesus’ ministry, our Lord preached an incredibly powerful sermon to a
crowd gathered on the plains of Galilee. Here is only a portion of that sermon from
Luke 6, “27…Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 28bless those who
curse you, pray for those who abuse you…35But love your enemies, and do good, and
lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons
of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. 36Be merciful, even as
your Father is merciful” (vs. 27–28; 35–36). Love and mercy are the characteristics by
which Christians are to be known. We are to be merciful as the Father is merciful.
From the Father’s mercy flows His love and kindness. As people baptized in God’s
holy name, we are made alive by the Holy Spirit to participate in the God’s love and
life. This is true for each and every Christian believer because God, in His mercy,
loved us and did good unto us even when we were sinners and rebels against Him.
God is merciful. Having received His mercy through faith in Christ Jesus, we also
share His mercy.
The lawyer in today’s reading from Luke 10 did not understand this teaching about
faith and love toward God and love and mercy toward our fellow man. The lawyer
begins his conversation with Jesus with a question, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit
eternal life?” (vs. 25). It’s not a bad question as far as it goes, a bit awkward. An
inheritance is usually given to family members. But to explain it in the kindest way
and to put it in our way of thinking, we might say he’s asking, “What must I do to be
saved?” or “How do I get to heaven?” Generally, the emphasis of these kinds of
questions is off center. They typically have man being the primary actor, the one
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doing or not doing the action rather than God in Christ. That’s where they typically go
wrong. The focus needs to be on what God has done and is doing in Christ Jesus to
save you and the sinners of this world.
But Jesus responds to the lawyers question with two questions of His own! “What is
written in the Law? How do you read it?” (vs. 26). I like to imagine the lawyer’s Bible
memory kicking in, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind (Deuteronomy 6:5),
and your neighbor as yourself (Leviticus 19:18).” Not bad, not bad at all!
Jesus too affirms the man’s answer, “You have answered correctly” (vs. 28). Now if
Jesus had simply stopped there, the lawyer could have left confident in his piety. But
the Lord Jesus is a much better theologian and pastor. For He continues, “do this, and
you will live” (vs. 28). Take those wonderful Bible passages and live by them. Do this
and you will live. Don’t do this, and you won’t go to heaven; you won’t inherit eternal
life. The inheritance promised to God’s people will be forfeited. I trust you can see
that this nice, safe conversation has become a matter of utmost urgency. Love God
with all your being and your neighbor as yourself. Do this and live. Don’t do this, and
you die without a right standing before God. Don’t do this, love God with everything
you are all the time and your neighbor as yourself, and you will suffer God’s
judgment and wrath for eternity. How would you like me to end the sermon now?
The lawyer senses the dilemma that we are feeling. But instead of turning to God’s
mercy, he seeks to justify himself. That is, he wants to have a right standing before
God the Father based upon his own (i.e., the lawyer’s) righteousness. Listen to vs. 29,
“But he (i.e., the lawyer), desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, ‘And who is my
neighbor?’” Let’s limit the parameters, make it simpler, reduce the intensity of the
Lord’s Law. It’s very similar to us asking, “How often must I go to Church? How
often must I pray or receive the Lord’s body and blood? Do I need forgiveness every
day? Or maybe switching to a different sphere of life will help understand the silliness
of such questions. How much do I need to love my wife and children today? What’s
the minimum required that still gets me the most? This is a disaster waiting to happen.
Jesus tells a story (vs. 30–35) in order to teach the most important point. This
particular story we have titled, “The Good Samaritan.” But we must remember that
Jesus tells the story in order to answer the question, “Who is my neighbor?”
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A man (any man, this is an important detail; he represents anybody and everybody)
leaving Jerusalem is robbed and beaten nearly to death and left to die on the side of
the road. Shortly after the crime, two men travel down the same road, a priest and a
Levite. These would be the good guys in the mind of the lawyer. Both, however, see
the beaten man and pass by on the other side without rendering any form of
assistance. Remember the question, “Who is my neighbor?”
A fourth man comes by. He’s a Samaritan. That probably would have raised the
lawyer’s eyebrows. The Jews considered Samaritans half-breed Jews besmirched with
idolatry and false worship. The Samaritan is definitely the bad guy. But he’s the one
who had compassion (vs. 33) and did something to assist the beaten man. As you
know from the parable, he tends his wounds, takes him to an inn, and pays for the
expenses in advance with a promise of further care in the future.
Now Jesus poses a slightly question to the lawyer, “Which of these three, do you
think, proved to be neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” (vs. 36) The
lawyer wanted to limit the category of “neighbor” so as to justify himself and his
actions. But Jesus wants him to consider who “proved to be neighbor to the man.”
You see, we want to say that the man needing assistance is the neighbor. Is there is
certainly truth in that conclusion. But our Lord wants to switch the focus from the
external relationship to the heart. Which of those three proved to be the neighbor to
beaten man. In other words, the beaten man needed a neighbor to come and help him.
Who was the neighbor? The lawyer must answer, “The one who showed him mercy”
(vs. 37). To which our Lord repeats His previous command, “You go, and do
likewise” (vs. 37). It is true, your neighbor is anyone the Lord God of heaven and
earth brings into your life: stranger, friend, family, or foe. And you are to be neighbor
to them, loving them as yourself.
But let us asks some hard questions. Can we truly justify ourselves in God’s sight by
being neighbor? By loving your neighbor as yourself and God with all your heart,
soul, mind, strength, and body? You cannot because of your original and actual sin.
You are not the Good Samaritan in the parable. The Lord Jesus is. We are represented
by the man beaten on the side of the road. The devil, sin, the world, even our own
sinful natures, leave us near death. Before God, we are dead in trespasses and sins.
The Lord Jesus is the one, and the only one, who proves to be neighbor. For He binds
up our wounds with His own precious blood. He anoints us with the healing oil of the
Holy Spirit. He pays for our healing, for our on-going care. Jesus is our good
Samaritan, the one who proves to be neighbor. In Christ alone, we stand justified
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before God the Father. Jesus justifies us by forgiving our sins and declaring that we
are righteous in the Father’s sight. Thanks be to God, the crucified, resurrected, and
ascended Jesus is neighbor to us and for us.
But I want to consider the unnamed man in the parable a bit more today. Who does he
represent? Well, all humanity. But that a bit too general. He represents the black man,
the white man, brown, red, yellow. Every race and ethnicity of all ages, times, and
places is represented by that man. He represents women of all ages, times, and places.
As well as every child. But let’s get more specific. For I want us to see past all the
slogans being thrust upon these days. It’s a bad idea to do theology via slogan. Black
lives matter. All lives matter. These lives matter. And so forth. The Bible has a better
way of speaking. I’ve been using it for weeks now. From the book of Revelation we
find all “nations, tribes, languages, and people” before the throne of God. This is the
truth of God’s Word.
Who is the man, loved and “neigbored” by Jesus in His life, death, and resurrection?





Unborn babies
Beaten women, women trapped in human trafficking
Widows, orphans
Elderly, those loved and remember as well as those forgotten

BLM cannot be supported by Christians. For it stands against the family and marriage,
it is pro-abortion, pro-gay, transgender. It opposes patriarchy resulting in the
destruction of the family. The greatest need of our country is for families to have
fathers sacrificially loving their wives and children, nurturing them in the fear of the
Lord. If one denies patriarchy, as the BLM does, it denies true faith. For one cannot
call God Father or pray the prayer His Son gave to us – Our Father who art in heaven
– and deny patriarchy. In short, this organization and any others which support such
ungodly doctrines and practices prevents people from being the neighbor to one
another and loving their neighbor as themselves. We cannot support their teachers,
their practices, their language or physical gestures. This group prevents people from
trusting in Christ unto salvation. Dear saints, we must not fall prey to this pernicious
ideology that is sweeping our country.
God the Father is merciful and kind even to the ungrateful and evil. Dear people of
God, we have received in full, the mercy of the Father through the life, death, and
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resurrection of the Lord Jesus. By the grace of the Spirit, live in His mercy. Praying
the Kyrie, “Lord have mercy” should be the most common and natural prayer in our
lives, second only to the Lord Prayer’s. Christ Jesus is the Savior of the world. He is
the Good Samaritan that comes to every man, woman, and child of every nation, tribe,
language, and people in the midst of their need to be their neighbor and love them
unto eternal life. Thanks be to God.
“Be glad in the Lord, and rejoice, O righteous, and shout for joy, all you upright in
heart!” (Psalm 32:11)
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Fourteenth Sunday after Trinity
September 13, 2020
Text: Luke 17:11–19
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

During His travels to Jerusalem, the Lord Jesus met 10 lepers who came to Him in
utter desperation and need. They cried out, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us” (vs.
13). Luke, the author of this text, adds the important details that they kept themselves
at a distance (vs. 12). According to God’s OT Law in Leviticus 13:45, lepers must
wear torn clothes, let their hair grow out, cover the faces, keep their distance from
others and cry out “Unclean” lest they communicate their uncleanness to the larger
community. Instead of crying out “Unclean”, they yelled “have mercy.” In the Greek,
it’s Kyrie Eleison. Lord, have mercy. Week after week at the beginning of our
worship service, we cry out our own Kyrie Eleison, Lord have mercy in that part of
the serve we call the Kyrie:
In peace, let us pray to the Lord. Lord, have mercy.
For the peace from above and for our salvation let us pray to the Lord. Lord
have mercy.
For the peace the whole world, for the well being of the Church of God, and for
the unity of all let us pray to the Lord. Lord have mercy.
And so forth. Four times we ask the Lord to have mercy on us. We pray for mercy in
the Gloria in Excelsis and in the Agnus Dei. Each petition of our congregational
prayer ends with “Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.” And the word mercy is used
in the English Bible some 175 times; that doesn’t include synonyms like compassion
or pity, nor the various examples of mercy found throughout the Bible. Mercy, you
see, is a most prominent theme in the worship life of the Christian Church because
mercy is a huge theme in the Bible.
And did we not hear that Jesus was on His way to Jerusalem at the beginning of
today’s gospel reading? In vs. 11. In the very near future, Jesus would perform the
greatest act of mercy in human and divine history: His death which takes away the
sins of the world. His resurrection which destroys the power of death. Mercy is what
overcomes the tyranny of sin, death, and the devil. Undeserved kindness and favor.

2

That’s what mercy is. God’s love for the world is revealed most clearly and
powerfully in mercy. The mercy of the cross and resurrection.
Jesus is on His way to Jerusalem to show the world the greatest act of mercy when He
hears a cry for mercy. Ten leprous men stand at a distance and cry out “Jesus, Master,
have mercy on us” (vs. 13). Leprosy was the ancient scourge most feared by people of
all stations in life. It had no cure back then. Today, it’s relatively rare and very
treatable. But in the ancient world, leprosy was a long, lingering death sentence.
As best you can, I want you to imagine being one of those ten lepers. Feel their pain
and anguish as they cry our Lord have mercy. This may be their only chance to see
Jesus and rumor has it that He can heal all manner of disease and sickness. In their
desperation and hope, they replace “Unclean” with “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.”
It’s a simple, desperate cry for help. Mercy is that virtue which provides grace and
assistance to reduce suffering even when the help is undeserved or not required by law
or any other form of compulsion. Mercy is that divine quality which we humans are
privileged to share in for the God of the Bible is a God of mercy.
Based upon Jesus’ past actions, we might expect the Lord to speak a word of healing
or touch them in some fashion. Regardless of the means, we expect Jesus to heal them
of this dreaded disease. Jesus doesn’t do that. Vs. 14, “Go show yourselves to the
priests” (vs. 14). The Lord sends them away, unhealed! Initially, the Lord’s mercy
seems to have run dry. Go let the priests take care of you.
That actually misunderstands the Lord’s command. In the Leviticus 14:20, a person
who thought he or she was healed of leprosy was required to go see the priest. Jesus is
telling the 10 lepers to go see the priest as if you’re already healed! You went to the
priest so that he could examine you, declare you clean, and perform the cleaning
sacrifices on your behalf. So Jesus is telling these men to go to the priests as if they
were healed. And sure enough, while they walk back to Jerusalem, the lepers are
healed, cleansed, made whole again. I too want you to imagine the joy they must have
felt as they looked at each other without the disfigurement the disease so often caused.
Imagine the hugs, the jumping and shouting, the high fives, the tears of joy. Their
hope and dignity was restored because Jesus heard their cry and had mercy.
The Bible doesn’t tell us what happened to the lepers after they left Jesus. No doubt
the lepers went to the priest, received their blessing and returned home. Try to
imagine the magnitude of God’s mercy just shown. If they had families, a wife and
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children, brothers, sisters, etc, they were returned to them. They could touch them
again, hug them, run and play with them. They could work again and support their
families. They would be able to show mercy and compassion on others if the
opportunity arose. The immensity of Jesus’ mercy is beyond quantification or
description.
Throughout history, the Christian Church has consistently engaged in various acts of
mercy. In our day and age, the Church’s history is more often than not distorted in
order to portray Christianity as hungry for power and money. The Church is made up
of sinners who did and do horrible things that are contrary to the teachings of Jesus
and the Bible as a whole. What is overlooked in this skewed retelling of Church
history is that many of our society’s most cherished institutions began with Christians
and the Church. Things like:
 The creation of orphanages, hospitals, relief and care for the poor, widows, the
homeless; for those devastated after natural and manmade disasters.
 During epidemics, the Christians risked their lives to care for the sick and
dying. The pagans ran away. But not the Christians. Many stayed to show
mercy to their neighbors and friends, Christians and non-Christians alike.
 It was common and acceptable for men in the Greek and Roman world to
“expose” unwanted newborn children. The simply left the infants outside the
city with the idea that if the gods want to save them, they will. If not, so be it.
The Christians rescued these children, baptized them, placed them in Christian
homes, and raised them to be Christians. The early Church grew, in part,
because of their habit of showing mercy. (Joy Bundles)
When we engage in acts of mercy, as individuals and collectively as congregations,
we become the arms and hands of Jesus to the world showing them His love and
compassion. Mercy is part and parcel of who we are because it reflects the love of
God who shows mercy to all who call upon Him in faith.
But the story of the lepers in Luke 17 isn’t quite done. Luke tell us more about one
leper. “Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, tuned back, praising God
with a loud voice; and he fell on his face at Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks” (vs. 15–
16). Luke’s original readers would have rejoiced in this turn of events. And then the
bombshell, at least for Luke’s Jewish readers. Vs. 16, “Now he was a Samaritan.”
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It’s hard to describe adequately the racial tension between the Jews and Samaritans.
We are having our own racial tensions in day between whites, African Americans,
Hispanics, Native Americans and so forth; but the Jew/Samaritan tension was of a
different character. It was almost personal because Samaritans traced their lineage
back to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob just like the Jews. Family animosity can be quite to
difficult to heal.
At any rate, “now he was a Samaritan” demonstrates how extensive the Lord’s mercy
is. It knows no racial barriers. God’s mercy knows no physical barriers. Gender,
socioeconomic status, education, political persuasion, or past history stands in the way
of God’s mercy given in and through Jesus Christ. Our Lord’s mercy extends to you
and me. Remember last week I mentioned to you that God’s love, grace, and mercy is
for all nations, tribes, peoples and languages? Today’s text exemplifies the universal
love and grace Jesus give to all people. Let me encourage you again … use the
Biblical language when talking about the struggles of our day. Don’t use the cheap,
easily manipulated slogans of our day.
This Samaritan outsider returns to confess what the other nine apparently Jewish
lepers failed to realize. The place of prayer, praise, and thanksgiving is wherever Jesus
is. Jesus is the true Priest who declares men and women free from the stain and stigma
of sin. Jesus is God’s temple made without human hands. Jesus is not only God with
us; He is God’s mercy with us. The Samaritan ex-leper got it right! Jesus is God’s
mercy manifested in human flesh and blood. And so He worships Jesus with a loud
voice and giving of thanks (vs. 16).
Our Lord Jesus looks upon this Samaritan man and declares, “Rise and go your way;
your faith has made you well” (vs. 19). I don’t bring up Greek words a lot in sermons.
But I must today. The word translated “well” most naturally means “save.” So, you
should hear vs. 19 as “Rise and go your way; your faith has saved you.” Yes, that
includes the physical healing from leprosy. But our Lord means more. This leper is
now a believer, a Christian who has been saved from sin and death and eternal
condemnation. The Lord’s mercy extended beyond the physical to the spiritual as
well. This leper would have been the most despised person in that society. Literally,
an outcast, rejected, and scorned. But Jesus is never afraid to reach out to us no matter
how deep the misery, or shame, or fear. No matter how despised you may seem in
your own eyes or the eyes of others, the Lord Jesus loves and has mercy.
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Dear saints, we come to Church week after week crying out “Lord have mercy.” Jesus
promises to hear and answer with “Your faith in Me has saved you.” And week after
week, we come to Church according to the pattern set by the cleansed leper. We
return to give thanks and praise to God (vs. 15–17). I would even point out that his
praise was offered with a loud voice. Don’t be afraid to sing those hymns! Who cares
if it’s in tune or not. This is our prayer, praise, and thanksgiving to the Lord of mercy
who has saved us from sin, death, and hell. Dear Christian men, women, and children,
sing boldly. (Play those hand chimes with gusto!) Speak confidently. Trust in Jesus
courageously. He is the Lord of mercy and grace.
I think we misunderstand what mercy is. It is not weakness. A life lived in, with, and
under mercy is a life of strength and courage. Examples in the Bible include blind
Bartimaeus, the woman who suffered 12 years with an issue of blood, Jairus as he
sought the Lord’s mercy for his daughter, and the blind man in John’s gospel who was
excommunicated from the Jewish synagogue for confessing faith in Christ. Other
could be given. Mercy is living in the very life of God Himself.
And finally, we come week after week to give our thanksgiving in a particular way.
We not only hear our Lord’s word read and preached, but we receive Christ’s mercy
by eating and drinking His body and blood in faith for the forgiveness of your sins.
That is the highest act of worship and devotion: to have faith in Jesus and trust what
He says about your life and the salvation He gives to you. You are His own dear
children. The Lord has saved you. He is the God of mercy. Glory be to Jesus …
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Fifteenth Sunday after Trinity
September 20, 2020
Text: Matthew 6:24–34
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today’s reading begins with the Lord Jesus saying, “No one can serve two masters,
for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and
despise the other. You cannot serve God and money” (vs. 24). You can only have one
God. There can’t be competing interests when it comes to who your master is, no
sliding scaled of devotion. You either love one or the other, but not both. The truth of
the matter is that every human being serves a master. And the devotion must be
absolute.
Lest we try to nullify this very demanding teaching, Jesus makes the point concrete
and specific. You can’t serve God and serve money at the same time. Their mastery
over a person is mutually exclusive. Only one can be god, the blessed, holy Trinity or
money and all the things that money can give you.
Our Lord’s teaching is desperately needed these days. Although the American
economy has slowed these past months because of the coronavirus, our nation is still
the wealthiest nation on the planet. Being wealthy isn’t the problem we face. Having
things that money can provide – money, cars, homes, computers, cell phones, etc. –
isn’t the problem either.
All the things we have are gifts of God and should be received with thanksgiving
without any guilt or shame. I’ve heard many a well-meaning person lead a mealtime
prayer with something like this: “Thank you Lord for this food that we are about to eat
and those who prepared it. Help us to remember those who are hungry, who lack
many basic necessities of life. Use us to provide for their needs. Amen. Enjoy your
food!” After hearing that, I’ve wondered if anyone can eat their dinner followed by
cake and ice cream with an easy conscience.
God the Father has given us these material blessings freely and graciously. And God’s
Word teaches us to be generous in sharing our material possessions with anyone in
need. But guilt or selfishness should never be the motivations for sharing our life with

2

one another. The question in all this is: “Who will be your god?” The material things
of this life or the one who gave them to you, God the Holy Trinity. The focus of your
heart is how you determine who is, in fact, your god. Listen to how Jesus described it
in vs. 6:19–21:
19

Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and
where thieves break in and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven,
where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal.
21
For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
What our Lord wants us to understand is that your external choices and priorities
reveal your inward, spiritual condition. Let us pause for a moment and evaluate our
priorities in order to know better who is our master. Our earthly possessions or God
the Father.
The 10 commandments provide the framework for evaluation. Do we love and trust
the Lord above all things (1st)? Or honor His name in daily worship and in everyday
conversation (2nd)? Do we gladly worship our Lord by hearing and living according to
His sacred Word (3rd) and support the on-going ministry of Christ in our midst with
offerings of time, talent, and resources? Do we honor legitimate authority, (parents,
governmental, civil, and pastoral authorities) by honoring them with our respect, love,
and obedience (4th)? This includes paying taxes. Taking care of family, aging parents,
young children, neighbors, and the like. Do we seek the good of our neighbor’s
physical well-being (5th)? Do we think and act rightly regarding our sexuality (6th)?
Including the avoidance of that which destroys godly marriage and upholding virtue in
thought and action? What about our neighbor’s property? Do we care enough to
protect it from harm and danger or do we secretly long to have more than they do (7 th,
9th-10th)? Finally, do we speak truthfully about all people and things or only when it
serves our own personal interests (8th)? Many more diagnostic questions could be
given but that should help us determine where our treasures are, where our heart is.
How we relate to God and our fellow human beings reveals our heart’s spiritual
condition. The Lord Jesus teaches us we cannot serve God and money. There is much
need for repentance and forgiveness. The mirror of God’s law reveals the hidden
idolatries of the heart. The Lord cleanse us through His precious blood and Spirit.
The Lord Jesus would not leave us under guilt, shame, and condemnation. Rather, He
desires to give us freedom and clean conscience. Serving money and all the things
money promises to give brings worry, anxiety, and bondage. Jesus teaches in the
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remaining section of the today’s gospel reading that our heavenly Father knows life’s
necessities, not luxuries mind you, but actual needs. And He will not begrudgingly
withhold them from us.
Look at vs. 25 (Jesus speaking), “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your
life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will put
on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?” Jesus knows we
worry about things, that we are anxious about life. And our Lord calmly and lovingly
says don’t be anxious about them. Food is given to sustain life, and we receive it with
joy and thanksgiving, but life is more than simply eating. The same is true for
clothing. It covers our bodies, provides warmth and modesty, but our bodies are of
much more importance and significance than clothing. Food and clothing are good
and important. But they aren’t the main things! Living in joyous fellowship with God
the Holy Trinity and our fellow man is the main thing, as Jesus teaches us.
The reason we are not to be anxious (worry) is that we are under our heavenly
Father’s care! Jesus provides some memorable illustrations from creation to show
how gracious and expansive the Father’s care for us is. In vs. 26, Jesus says, “Look at
the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your
heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?” The expected
answer is, “Well of course we’re more valuable than birds. They are not created in
God’s divine image.” And yet, the Father feeds them nonetheless, not because of their
work or lack thereof, but simply because He delights in doing so. How much more
does He delight in caring for His people.
Jesus continues His teaching by pointing out that we can’t extend the length of our
lives by worry (vs. 27). The medical professions care for our bodies but only God
gives and sustains life. He alone is the author and giver of life. Our Lord even
considers our need for clothing. Do we not enjoy the beauty of the Spring and
Summer flowers? Jesus declares that not even Solomon, the richest of Israel’s kings,
was not arrayed as beautifully as the flowers of the field. The natural world is here
today and gone tomorrow. But we human beings are given immortal souls. Surely, our
Father will clothe us too (vs. 28–30). We were made to live under our Father’s care.
He gives His gifts generously to His lesser creation; He promises to provide for our
needs as well.
“Therefore, says Jesus, do not be anxious about these things” (vs. 31). The anxieties
of life, which are very real by the way, can only be set aside through living under the
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loving care of our heavenly Father. He knows, better than you do, that you need these
things (vs. 32b). Faith in God from the heart is what drives away all guilt, shame, fear,
and anxiety. The Gentiles, that is, unbelievers “seek after all these things” (vs. 32a).
But their lives are under the bondage of a tyrant. Jesus calls us to set aside the tyranny
of this world and rest in His Father’s care.
Instead of seeking clothing, food, and all the things the Father will give to us anyway,
Jesus says “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things
will be added to you.” Our priority is God’s kingdom which comes to us in the Gospel
of Jesus. The righteousness which we seek is only giving to us through faith in Christ
Jesus. He is the one who took our fears, and sins, and failures upon Himself. He gave
Himself unto crucifixion and death so that we might be redeemed, not with gold and
silver – those are the things sinners and unbelievers make into false gods – but with
His holy, precious blood. The apostle Paul, in Romans 8:32, writes of God’s amazing
love and generosity. “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all,
how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” If the Father is willing to
give His beloved Son for our salvation from eternal death, will He not also give us all
things necessary for this earthly life? Seek first the kingdom of God and His
righteousness, says Jesus. That’s the priority. And when the priorities are in their
proper place, Jesus says, “and all these things (food, clothing, and so forth) will be
added to you” (vs. 33b).
God the Father loves us in both body and soul. He will not neglect the one over the
other. And thus we live in the hope of God’s eternal kingdom which comes to us in
Jesus and will be shown to us in all its glorious splendor on the resurrection of the just
on the Last Day. Fear not, nor be anxious dear people of God. Your heavenly Father
watches over you!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
St. Michael and All Angels
September 27, 2020
Text: Revelation 12:7–12; Matthew 18:1–10
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

It’s a Sunday like today that makes skeptics of Christianity shake their heads in utter
disbelief. How can you Christians, in the 21st century, still believe in angels? In days
gone by, before the advance of the empirical sciences, people could explain strange
events by invoking angels or demons. Plagues, disasters, uncanny circumstances,
sudden death, or what have you. It must have been a ghost or spirit or what have you.
But surely, you can’t really believe in angels today!? We’ve mapped the human
genome and sent satellites beyond the solar system; we’re beginning to understand the
mysteries of the quantum realm, and so forth. Spiritual beings like angels were only
useful for our primitive ancestors. But we’ve grown past all that, haven’t we?
But the spiritual realm is real. And quite active. The Old and New Testaments
regularly describe the ministry of angels on behalf of God’s people. Conversely, the
Bible describes the destructive activity of demons and devils who seek only to destroy
true faith in God and His many gifts given to the people of the world, believes and
non-believers alike. And we mustn’t overlook the fact that the Lord Jesus spoke about
angels, including today’s gospel reading from Matthew 18.
And our popular culture hasn’t helped much either. More often than not, angels are
described as being harmless, cute, pretty creatures that make perfect ornaments on
shelfs and in pictures. But the Biblical descriptions are quite the opposite. Angels are
powerful creatures that strike terror in the people who are recipients of their ministry.
For example, Manoah, Samson’s father, told his wife they were about to die because
they had seen God in the presence of the angel who announced they would be the
parents to one of Israel’s mightiest judges. Mary was afraid when Gabriel appeared to
her and announced the birth of Jesus. And the shepherds who watched their flocks by
night were afraid when the angel of Lord appeared to them proclaiming the Lord’s
birth. You see, God’s holy angels are awesome, holy creatures that strike terror. We
would do well to set aside all the popular notions of angels seen in modern art and
figurines.
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And, I would be negligent in my responsibilities if I didn’t remind us that the devil is
described variously in the Bible as a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour and as
a fearsome dragon seeking to deceive the whole world through deceptive lies and
wonders. Make no mistake about it, demons are more than trifling specters moving
objects around in haunted houses. They seek to destroy all that is good and holy,
especially saving faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.
For the rest of our time together, I want to highlight three things about angels and
demons. First, they were created by God. Second, they are involved in the affairs of
humanity. Thirdly, God’s holy angels serve and protect Christians.
First, all angels were created during the six days of creation though we don’t know on
which of the six days. Angels are pure spiritual beings whereas we humans are
physical and spiritual. People don’t become angels when they die. In the beginning,
all angels were created pure and holy. Soon after the Lord completed His very good
creation but before Adam and Eve’s fall into sin, an archangel led a large host of
God’s angels in rebellion against God. We now call him Satan. Though we must be
careful not say more than the Bible actually says, it seems Satan thought he could
become like God, yea, even greater than God Himself. It appears his rebellion again
God the Trinity included up to one-third of the entire heavenly host. The devils are
numerous and powerful. But there are more holy, elect angels that stand with us and
for us than the demons who oppose us.
Now I want us to consider the activity of angels in the affairs of mankind. Keep in
mind, Satan’s ultimate goal is to prevent, stop, and destroy all saving faith in the Lord
Jesus Christ. The Bible gives clear testimony that the devils seek to corrupt human
government. In Daniel 10:13, a demon described as “the prince of the kingdom of
Persia” delayed a holy angel coming to Daniel for 21 days. Michael the archangel
intervened. The Bible describes Satan as the prince of the power of the air in Eph. 2:2
and the prince of this world in John 12:31.
The reason why Satan wants to corrupt human government is because legitimate civil
government is established by God Himself for the purpose of establishing peace and
prosperity (Rom. 13) in this world. When there is civil peace, the Church is able to go
about her Gospel ministry of preaching the forgiveness of sins found in Christ Jesus.
Satan’s goal is to destroy Christ’s Church and stamp out all true doctrine and
believing.
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Our Lord told us, in Matthew 24:12, that the love of many will grow cold because of
the tumults common in the last days including the instability of government and
human society. I don’t want us to become “super-spiritualized” but there is a spiritual
dimension behind the many, many troubles plaguing our country (i.e., riots, anger,
responses to the Coronavirus, etc.).
In a most sobering passage, the apostle Paul describes the increasing influence
demons will have over the human population. I Timothy 4:1–5:
1

Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith
by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, 2through the
insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared, 3who forbid marriage and require
abstinence from foods that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those
who believe and know the truth. 4For everything created by God is good, and
nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, 5for it is made holy by
the word of God and prayer.
Some will depart from the Christian faith and devote themselves to demonic teachings
(i.e., false teachings!) which include forbidding marriage, abstaining from food, and
rejecting the goodness of God’s earthly gifts. To forbid marriage is to war against
children, the family, the human person created male and female in God’s image. And
the industrialized nations of the world are obsessed with food, its origins, method of
growth, delivery, distribution, etc. This is why our prayers for government and human
institutions on Sunday are so important. And why our commitment to preaching true
doctrine and living according to it must remain firm and steadfast. It’s part of the
Lord’s ministry to and for the world.
Lastly, I want us to understand better the ministry of angels in protecting the Christian
Church and God’s redeemed people. Daniel 12:1 describes the archangel Michael as
“the great prince who has charge of (God’s) people.” That same verse says there will
be a time of great trouble but God’s people will be delivered, “everyone whose name
shall be found written in the book.” Salvation comes to sinners only through faith in
Jesus who inscribes the names of His people in the Lamb’s book of life (Rev. 20:12,
15). The time of great trouble refers to these later days, which I have already
described briefly.
But God Himself stands for us and with us. For not only do we have the ministry and
care of the Holy Spirit, but God the Father has discharged His holy angels, Michael,
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Gabriel, all the cherubim and seraphim to serve and protect the members of Christ’s
beloved Church. Our Lord Jesus spoke about children having “their angels” who “see
the face of my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 18:10). This is why Jesus warns
against causing any Christian believer to stumble into sin and unbelief for such
actions also offend their holy angels! Hebrews 1:14 says God’s angels “are
ministering spirits sent out to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation.”
The heart and core of our Christian faith is that God’s little children, His precious
believers, are redeemed by the precious blood of Jesus. That’s why we baptize infants,
the sooner the better. Jesus died for them. The holy angels attend them. Christian
parents raise their children to know Jesus by name, to call upon Him in prayer,
especially the Lord’s Prayer. Parents bring their children to church to worship right
alongside of the big folks, the adult children of God who also have holy angels
watching over them. Together, young and old alike, we join with the angels and
archangels in declaring God’s praises.
We Christians here at St. John’s/Immanuel are the redeemed of the Lord. We
overcome the attacks of the devil and his demons through holy precious blood of
Jesus and by the word of our testimony as Rev. 12:11 describes. That testimony
includes: we do not love our earthly lives unto death. Thus we sing “And take they
our life, Goods, fame, child, and wife, though these all be gone, our vict’ry has been
won; the Kingdom ours remaineth” (LSB 656:4). We pray and work so that such
troubles won’t come to our country. But if they do, we will join the ranks of Shadrack,
Meshack, and Abednego, and the many saints of today and ages past in declaring
before the kings, princes, magistrates, and power brokers of our world that we will not
bow down to the false gods of this age (Dan. 3:16–18).
Our confidence and hope are founded upon the Jesus. Through His holy, precious
blood shed for us on the cross and by His glorious resurrection from the dead, we are
made children of God. Forgiven, cleansed, and participants in the life of the Holy
Spirit. The holy angels strengthen us in our life and witness for Christ. Be encouraged
dear children of God. The mighty hosts of heaven stand with us through the command
of God the Father Himself. Our victory in Christ remains secure for all eternity.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Seventeenth Sunday after Trinity
October 4, 2020
Text: Luke 14:1–11
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Dear saints of God, Pr. Mars prepared this sermon to be read today in his absence.
Before we look at the gospel text from Luke 14, let me share these personal comments
from Pr. Mars:
Dear people of God, thank you all for your outpouring of love and concern for
me and my family. You guys are simply amazing. I give thanks to God for all
you. We are all doing very well. Our symptoms are quite mild. In calmer days,
my family and I would have been at church to worship with you. But, this is the
day the Lord has made. Let us rejoice and be glad in it, as the psalmist declares
in Psalm 118:24. I rejoice to know that you all continue to be enriched by
God’s Word and strengthened with each other’s prayers. Be encouraged and
strengthened in Christ who humbled Himself to the point of death on the cross
so that we might be exalted with Him in His heavenly kingdom. I look forward
to seeing you all again in the very near future. We love you all.
Pr. Mars, Vickie, and family.
According to today’s gospel reading from Luke 14, Jesus accepted a dinner invitation
from a ruling Pharisee. This was a Sabbath meal. It would have been celebratory in
character with good food and friends. We really don’t know why the Pharisee wanted
Jesus as his guest. After all, the tension between Jesus and the Pharisees on the whole,
has been more intense and bitter.
It does seem curious, if not suspicious, that a man with dropsy suddenly shows up at
this festive dinner party. According to the Old Testament Law, a man with dropsy was
unclean, an outcast in Jewish society. By the way, dropsy is a disease that causes
severe swelling in the body. The disfigurement and pain it caused were quite extreme.
This is a sickness way beyond the application of hot and cold compresses. This poor
man’s life was little better than that of a leper.
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But there he is, all of a sudden, almost out of thin air! Does the ruling Pharisee take
action to care for this poor soul? Does he love his neighbor as himself? No indications
are given in the Biblical text that he did anything for the man. But Jesus takes action
by asking a simple but powerful question. One that these legal experts in the Old
Testament Law should have appreciated. “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not?”
(vs. 3). Maybe we could think of like this…What does the Third Commandment,
“Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy” say about a man with dropsy?
Notice the Lord’s question, “Is it lawful to heal…?” The man with dropsy, one of the
least and last of their community, doesn’t require work but love and compassion. This
isn’t a question of whether one can put in some overtime on the Sabbath or do some
too-long-neglected chores around the house. If that were the case, Jesus would have
reacted quite differently. But this is a real human being with a real disease needing
real compassion, not the meaningless, evil-hearted trickeries of a bunch of stuffy
theologians. Jesus loves this man, heals his dropsy and sends him home. What an
incredible gift of grace Jesus gave this man. Renewed health and the ability to restore
his life with family, friends, and neighbors. Simply amazing.
The chief Pharisee and his legal friends are looking rather silly. Thus, they remain
silent in their shame (vs. 4). No verbal answer could be given because it was blatantly
obvious that it’s lawful to show love and compassion to your neighbor in need even
on the Sabbath, that holy day of rest. God’s Law is summarized and fulfilled with one
word: love. Not work, but love. Love for God and love for man. This is the teaching
of the Lord Jesus in Matthew 22:37–40:
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your mind (Jesus is citing Deuteronomy 6:5). This is the great and first
commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as
yourself (Jesus is citing Leviticus 19:18). On these two commandments depend
all the Law and the Prophets.
Lest they miss that most-important point, Jesus asks a simple question with an
obvious answer, “Which of you, having a son or an ox that has fallen into a well on a
Sabbath day, will not immediately pull him out?” (vs. 5). Of course, without
hesitation or a second thought! None of us would stop by the local expert in Jewish
religious law in order to see if it’s lawful to rescue your son when he’s fallen into a
pit. We wouldn’t do that even for an ox. This man with dropsy needed more attention
than an ox, a mere beast of burden.
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How are we to make application of this text for us today? We don’t have a man with
dropsy among us to love and care for. But we do have one another. And we have men,
women, and children who are in desperate need of love; they need both human and
divine love. Our world is almost paralyzed in fear of the Coronavirus, all the natural
disasters taking place, an economy that has faltered, racial and ethnic tension, and a
contentious presidential campaign. Fear abounds on every hand. And fear is being
used as tool to manipulate people. To frighten them so that they will do what it is they
want them to do. And it keeps us from loving God and our neighbor.
And who stands behind it all? The devil himself. He sows seeds of dissention and
distrust. This kind of fear saps the strength out of the most courageous hearts. The
result, often times in silence and acquiescence when faced with a human being in
need. Fear silences us from speaking the truth that needs to be spoken, especially
when the truth is unpopular. Fear creates paralysis and doubt.
The Bible doesn’t record how the Pharisee’s guests responded to the sudden
appearance of the man with dropsy. But if that man touched them, they would be
unclean, at least for a little while. I can well imagine that his appearance, assuming it
was unexpected, caused a great shock and some level of fear. But no one took steps to
love this man except Jesus. Afraid to act. And when Jesus asked them if it’s lawful to
heal on the Sabbath, no one was willing to speak the truth. And after Jesus healed the
man, no one rejoiced in the truth that God’s end-time saving work was being revealed
in their very eyes. Afraid to speak.
Dear saints of God, I cannot be with you this morning to rejoice in the saving work of
Jesus and to join with you in declaring His glorious praises. But please know this. My
family and I are singing the same hymns, following the same liturgy, praying the same
prayers, and hearing the same sermon that you are hearing today. My great prayer for
you this day is that all of you would be encouraged and strengthened in your most
holy faith. Christ Jesus is the Lord of glory. He is victorious over death and the grave.
The sins of the past, present, and future have been spoken for on Good Friday.
Christ’s blood and intercessory prayers cover our entire life from beginning to end.
Our physical bodies are redeemed to be living temples of the Holy Spirit. And on the
Last Day, our bodies shall be raised incorruptible and glorious. That man with dropsy
experienced in a wonderful way the truth of God’s love revealed in Christ. That same
love has been given to us in our water baptism, in our reception of Christ’s body and
blood, every time we hear and believe His holy gospel, and as we live out our day to
day lives in faith and trust.
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The writer to the Hebrew Christians wanted earnestly to encourage his fellow brothers
and sisters. They were just starting to feel some opposition and public resistance to
their Christian faith. However, in their resistance against sin they had not yet been
called upon to shed their blood (Hebrews 12:4). In many ways, this is where we are
today as Christians. It’s not as comfortable as it used to be. But tremors of fear are
frequent. But listen once again to this Holy Spirit inspired message of encouragement
from Hebrews 12. The Holy Spirit is speaking to us to lift up our hearts and souls.
1

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also
lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with
endurance the race that is set before us, 2looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter
of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising
the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God… 22You have come
to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to
innumerable angels in festal gathering, 23and to the assembly of the firstborn who
are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the
righteous made perfect, 24and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant...”
(Hebrews 12:1–2, 22–24).
It is because of Jesus that we Christians can speak and live the truth even in the face
of fear and uncertainty. Satan would silence us from speaking and acting the truth in
love. But we are surrounded by the faithful cloud of witnesses of all believers, ages
past and present. Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus. He is the founder and perfecter of our
faith. The tumults of this world cannot take Jesus from us nor us from Jesus. In this
Christian Church, we are surrounded by God’s angels and all the host of heaven.
Depart in peace, dear saints. Fear not the foe. Christ Jesus is our Lord. And we remain
in His loving care unto eternal life.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Chapter 22 is truly an amazing chapter in Matthew’s gospel. Prior to today’s reading,
the Lord Jesus debated with the Pharisees about the Christian’s relationship to the
state and to God. Render to Caesar (i.e., the state) the things that fall within the state’s
realm (22:15–22). The state is a limited realm, but we are to give it it’s proper due. At
the same time, however, we Christians are to render to God the things that belong to
God. That realm includes everything in this life, body and soul. And our obedience to
lawful government. In other words, we render to God the things that belong to God
when we give proper obedience to the state. But the things of God are much more
expansive. They include faith, love, obedience, righteousness, temporal and eternal
life, and so forth. There is nothing that is outside of God’s realm.
And then, the Lord Jesus entered into a debate with the Sadducees. They denied much
of the spiritual realm including the resurrection of the body and the existence of
angels. They tried to trap Jesus with their rather extreme, hypothetical example of a
woman who was married to seven different men; each husband died in turn making
her a widow seven times over. And then she died. Their question was, “In the
resurrection whose wife will she be?” But Jesus pointed out their error when He
declared that in the resurrection, we human beings become like the angels in that we
neither marry nor are given in marriage. We don’t become angels but like them in that
we are not bound by marriage in heaven. Regarding the resurrection, Jesus reminds
them that in the burning bush incident from Exodus 3, God declared Himself to be
(present tense) the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In other words, they are alive to
God for He is the God of the living.
Now that the Sadducees were silenced, another Pharisee thought he would put Jesus to
the test. The topic this time will be God’s Law. “Teacher, which is the great
commandment in the Law?” (vs. 36). It’s an important question. But frankly, it
doesn’t seem to be that hard of a question. The Old Testament was pretty clear about
the most important law. Jesus answers rather convincingly from the Law of Moses,
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with
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all your mind. This is the great and first commandment.” Jesus is quoting
Deuteronomy 6:6. For good measure, you can add Deuteronomy 10:12, part of
today’s OT reading:
12

And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you, but to fear the
LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God
with all your heart and with all your soul …?
But there’s more to God’s Law. Jesus continues in vs. 39–40, “And a second is like it:
You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the
Law and the Prophets.” Here, Jesus is quoting Leviticus 19:18. For the sake of
illustration, we can add Deuteronomy 10:18–19, part of today’s OT reading, as an
illustration of loving your neighbor:
18

He (i.e., God) executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the
sojourner, giving him food and clothing. 19Love the sojourner, therefore (in order
words, because God loves the sojourner, we are too), for you were sojourners in
the land of Egypt.
So there you have the summary of God’s Law. To live a lawful life, in God’s sight, is
to live in love. Love for God with your entire person and love for your neighbor as
yourself. The apostle Paul writes in Romans 13:10 that “…love is the fulfilment of the
law.” God’s Law is not so much about do’s and don’t, that’s legalism, but about the
heart, one’s heart toward God and one’s heart toward one’s neighbor. The heart is to
be filled with love. Love for God, love for man. The do’s and don’t of the Law are not
there for their for the sake of the Law but for the sake of love.
And don’t we human beings have a difficult time understanding what love is. Love is
a choice. In this case, a choice of the heart, the soul, the mind. That’s not to say that
love doesn’t have feelings. Emotions and feelings are associated with love but they
are not love’s essence. No, love is a choice, an orientation of the heart, soul, and mind
purposely directed toward another person: toward God and toward neighbor.
So when it comes to loving God, we orient our heart, soul, and mind toward Him.
Everything about us is to be oriented toward God in love. Our heart, that is, our
emotions and feelings, that which we long for and desire. Our soul, that is, our
spiritual being, that which makes us different from everyone else. Our mind, that is,
with our intellect and everything that our intellect controls such as decisions, actions
of the body, and even our emotions to a large extent. You are to love God with all of
you, the totality of who you are as a person created in God’s image.
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There is a trap that we Christians fall into, that is, loving God is rather easy when
things are good. Good health, stable finances, family and friends are doing well, and
so forth. But what about loving God when things go badly? When you lose a job, your
health is wrecked, family and friends disappoint or betray you. When death and
suffering seem to be your closest companions. What then? God’s law remains
unchanged. You are to love God with all of your heart, soul, and mind. Ease and
prosperity are not the measure of evaluation God’s blessings in your life. Nor are
suffering and pain. Those blessings or lack of blessings are not the the criteria to be
used to determine whether or not God is worthy of our love. We are to love God with
all our being for God is worthy of our love, that is, it is proper, at all times and in all
circumstances, to love God. To withhold that love is sin and evil, for God is the
perfect object of our love. And He bestows His perfect love upon us too.
And the second great commandment is likened unto the first. We Christians are to
love our neighbor as ourself, our second self. For that person is worthy of such love.
Our heart, soul, and mind are oriented toward the good for our neighbor. The do’s and
don’ts of the Law are there for the sake of love direct toward our neighbor and his
need. They are not legalistic requirements. But demands of love. The neighbor is
worthy of such love, that is, it is unseemly and unrighteous to withhold love from
your second self, your neighbor. This is true even when that person is evil or your
enemy or has sinned against you bitterly. The command to love your neighbor as
yourself do not have qualifiers. We love our neighbor because he is worthy of love.
That’s why the apostle Paul can write so forthrightly, “Love does not wrong to a
neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law” (Rom. 13:10). My neighbor needs
clothing, house, food, family, respect, true religion, joy, and so forth. Love for your
neighbor necessarily requires providing these gifts as you are able. The Lord Jesus
Himself declares the unbreakable bond between these two great commandments when
He said (vs. 40), “On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.”
What makes the law of love so impossibly challenging for us is the reality of sin. The
problem isn’t with the Law. It’s good, holy, and beautiful. Listen to the apostle Paul’s
reflection on the relationship between God’s Law and human sin (Romans 7:11–13):
11

For sin, seizing an opportunity through the commandment, deceived me and
through it killed me. 12So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and
righteous and good. 13Did that which is good, then, bring death to me? By no
means! It was sin, producing death in me through what is good, in order that sin
might be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful
beyond measure.
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Our problem with loving God and loving our neighbor stems from the sin that lies
within each of us. This is no minor defect in our personhood. We cannot love God
with our whole heart, soul, and mind. Nor can we love our neighbor as ourself. The
sinful corruption of our human nature makes this impossible.
This is why Jesus asking His question in the very next section is so crucial. With the
Pharisees still gathered around Him, Jesus asks, “What do you think about the Christ?
Whose son is he?” (vs. 42). The Pharisees give a correct answer “The son of David”
(vs. 42). Though they know the right answer, they do not understand what it means.
Yes. The Christ is the Son of David according to His human nature. However, and this
is key, “How is it then that David, in the Spirit, calls him Lord, saying (Jesus is now
quoting Psalm 110:1), ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand until I put your
enemies under your feet.’ If then David call him Lord, how is he his son?”
The Christ is the Son of David. But Christ has more in Him than royal blood. David’s
Son, the Christ, is also true God. The Christ is David’s Son and also David’s Lord.
Jesus is directing the Pharisees toward the hope of all creation, towards the fulfillment
of the love demanded and described in God’s Law. Jesus is inviting them to trust in
the Christ who is both Son of David and Son of God. Jesus is the fullness of human
nature and the fulness of divine nature in one person. The Christ is both God and man,
the Savior of the world. The one person, the only person, who fully loved God the
Father with heart, soul, and mind. And at the same time, loved His neighbor as
Himself. The glorious good news of today’s biblical text and of this sermon is that
Jesus of Nazareth, our Lord and Savior, is the fulfillment of the Law. He is love
revealed in flesh and blood.
What you and I could not do, Christ Jesus does for us. Jesus loved His Father and all
humanity with perfect love. It’s shown in His perfect life of obedience. As you read
the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, you are witnessing the completion, the
filling up of God’s Law with perfect love. And yes, gloriously yes, perfect love to
God and man was revealed in the cross of Golgotha. In the perfection of divine and
human love, Jesus shed His blood to forgive every one of your sins, my sins, the sins
of the world. This is why we adorn our churches with crosses. And we sing of the
cross and resurrection. Every Sunday in Lent, we sing these beautiful words:
On my heart imprint Your image, Blessed Jesus, King of grace,
That life’s riches, cares, and pleasures Never my Your work erase;
Let the clear inscription be: Jesus, crucified for me,
Is my life, my hope’s foundation, And my glory and salvation! (LSB 422)
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That’s a hymn worth memorizing and singing throughout the year, not just the Lenten
season. And if I may be so bold, that’s a hymn worth singing at your funeral. Jesus of
Nazareth, Son of David and Son of God, the crucified and resurrected Lord of glory,
is our hope and glory. For He alone defeated sin and death and Satan. They are
conquered, put under Jesus’ nail scarred feet. We make the sign of the holy cross in
remembrance of our baptism, our sacramental connection to Christ’s cross and
resurrection. Thus we baptize our children as soon as possible. Loving our closest
neighbor with God’s divine love. And we celebrate the Lord’s Supper, the
proclamation of Christ’s death until the end of time, every Lord’s Day except under
the most unusual of circumstances. These things are a celebration of love fulfilled and
perfected.
Having been so loved in Jesus, we then become participants in sharing God’s love.
We love God and our neighbor not to fulfill the Law. This you must understand
clearly. The Law is fulfilled in Jesus. We love God and our neighbor in order to live
in and share the love we have so graciously received in Christ Jesus. The Law
describes and demands love. But it is Christ’s gospel from which it flows. In that
perfect love, we live, move, and have our being. We Christians are known for the love
which God has given us in Christ Jesus. And the Christian love we share with God
and one another. Blessed are you, dear beloved of the Lord…
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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A paralyzed man was brought to Jesus. The crowd surrounding our Lord prevented
the man’s friends from getting him to Jesus. We learn in the parallel account from
Mark’s gospel (ch. 2) that the paralyzed man’s friends carried him to the roof of the
house, tore off the thatched roofing, and lowered him down to Jesus. The cover of the
bulletin portrays this incident very well. You must admit, this man’s friends are
courageous and determined. In order to get to Jesus, they tore the roof apart! This is
not looting or the wanton destruction of someone else’s property. Rather, it’s a
wonderful example of a godly, Christian faith that is determined to see Jesus. We
don’t want to moralize this reading from Matthew 9, but it would be good to see in
these godly friends something we need to develop within ourselves; that is, a
determined, settled conviction that we will not allow the inconveniences of life nor the
extraordinary circumstances of life (i.e., neither the big things or the little things) keep
us from seeing Jesus as often as we possibly can. Other examples of such determined
faith are blind Bartimaeus who cried out “Lord have mercy” even more fervently
when people told him to be quiet. Or the woman with the issue of blood who forced
her way through the crowd thronging around Jesus that she might simply touch the
hem of our Lord’s garments. In all three of these examples, the Lord saw their faith,
heard, and answered their cries for deliverance.
We Americans are surrounded by distractions aplenty. Entertainment of various kinds,
outdoor activities, family events, school and club commitments that bleed over into
Sunday, jobs, lockdowns and pandemics, social unrest, you name it. We don’t have
large crowds preventing us from getting to church on Sundays. But do we allow the
many, many distractions of our time to stop us from finding Jesus where He promised
to be present graciously for us? In the reading and preached Word, administered
Sacraments, the prayers and praises of God’s people, and so forth. The composer of
Psalm 84 sang about the beauty of God’s house and the longing of his soul to be in
God’s gracious presence. Listen to this beautiful Hebrew poetry (Ps. 84:1-4):
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How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord of hosts! My soul longs, yes, faints for
the courts of the Lord; my heart and flesh sing for joy to the living God. Even the
sparrow finds a home, and the swallow a nest for herself, where she may lay her
young, at your altars, O Lord of hosts, my King and my God. Blessed are those
who dwell in your house, ever singing your praise!
The psalmist knew the passion and joy of being in fellowship with God and with
God’s people. The blessing of God rests upon those who dwell in God’s house. By the
grace of the Holy Spirit, settle within your hearts and minds this day and forever that
Jesus is your greatest treasure, that the Lord God is your joy and strength. You were
created for fellowship with God and with God’s people. Because of this Biblical truth,
determine to seek Jesus week after week, year after year. Encourage each other to be
in this blessed place. The longing of our souls is satisfied here in Christ Jesus!
Matthew’s gospel records two incredible things about Jesus and His ministry to the
paralytic and his friends. First, He sees their faith. Second, He pronounced the
paralytic forgiven of his sins before healing him. There is a divine order revealed in
this text from God’s Word.
To begin with, God and God alone can see faith. I cannot see your Christian faith nor
can you see mine. Our natural eyes are blind to this reality. But God sees it. For He is
the author and perfector of our faith, as Hebrews 12:2 teaches us. And yet, this unseen
reality created in us by the Holy Spirit through the Gospel is God’s gift that moves
heaven and earth. Through faith, we know that God created the heavens and the earth
by the power of His word, that the patriarchs and saints of old received righteousness
unto eternal life through faith, that the martyrs and saints of the New Testament
refused to deny Jesus trusting that the Lord had prepared for them a better inheritance
in the new creation, and so forth. Through faith, believers overcome life and death,
heaven and earth. Though we cannot see faith, we know from God’s Word that our
Christian faith overcomes the world (I John 5:4) and defeats the devil and his fiery
darts (Eph. 6:16). It is through this God-given faith that we are able to “put off the old
self with its deceitful desires… and put on the new self, created after the likeness of
God in true righteousness and holiness” as the apostle Paul teaches us in today epistles
text from Ephesians 4:22–24. As Jesus saw the faith of the paralytic and his friends,
so He sees our faith. And He answers the faithful cries of His dear children. May God
continue to nurture and increase our faith in Him to our present and eternal joy.
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The next thing that happens is quite puzzling. It’s obvious the man is paralyzed and
needs healing. That’s why the friends tore open the roof! But Jesus does not heal the
man but says “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven” (vs. 2). It appears the
man’s greatest need is the ability to walk. And yet, Jesus gives a spoken word of
forgiveness! There is no mention in the Biblical text that the paralyzed man confessed
his sins or asked for forgiveness. But Jesus saw their faith and the greater need for
forgiveness. That ultimate need will not be left unattended. “Take heart, my son; your
sins are forgiven.”
The preaching of forgiveness is the chief honor bestowed upon the Christian Church.
And it is the great blessing of gathering around God’s pulpit, font, and altar. The
longing of the human soul the psalmist wrote about finds fulfilment right here. Take
heart, my son; your sins are forgiven. Be encouraged! That’s what Jesus is telling the
paralyzed man. Not because he will soon walk. But that his sins are forgiven. That
was his greatest need. And this is the great privilege we Christians proclaim to the
world. In Christ Jesus, your sins are forgiven. To the guilt and shame that haunts your
soul and defiles your conscience, we boldly declared, “Take heart. They are forgiven.”
The Lord Jesus Christ, the true Son of God in human flesh shed His holy, precious
blood to cleanse your heart, mind, body, and soul. Your sins are forgiven and you can
live courageously and with divine joy because the Lord Jesus died and rose again
from the dead to forgive your sins and give you eternal life. Blessed indeed are those
who dwell in the house of the Lord!
While we draw strength and comfort from the fact that Jesus sees our faith and
forgives all our sins, the scribes mentioned in today’s text took great offense. Vs. 3,
“And behold, some of the scribes said to themselves, ‘This man is blaspheming.’” The
scribes knew correctly that only God can forgive sins. Just as only God can see faith,
only God can forgive sins. These are divine activities. So the scribes question in their
own hearts how can this man, Jesus, forgive sins, which only God can do. That is
blasphemy. However, it they who speak blasphemy for they declare that the God
revealed in the man Jesus cannot forgive sins.
But our Lord knows the evil of their thoughts and so He asks the scribes a perplexing
question, “Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and
walk’”? (vs. 5). On the surface you have to say that it’s easier to say, “Your sins are
forgiven.” You can’t measure forgiveness or quantify it in pounds, kilograms, or other
categories. To say, “Rise and walk” seems harder because if the person doesn’t get up
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and walk, the words are meaningless and the person who spoke looks foolish. You can
prove a miracle to large extent but you can’t prove forgiveness. So which is harder?
As we consider our Lord’s question, we would do well to consider a related question.
According to God’s Word, which problem is more devastating to a person: sin or
physical infirmity like paralysis? Sin corrupts both body and soul unto eternal
condemnation. Physical infirmity will not keep you from heaven. The greater need is
the forgiveness of sins. And only God can give it. That’s why saying Jesus can’t
forgive sin is so hideous. Jesus is the Savior, the Son of God. He has authority to
forgive sins. We receive His forgiveness by faith which our Lord sees and blesses.
In our Lord’s mercy, He demonstrates that He can do the harder and more necessary
thing, that is forgive sins. Lest there be any doubt as to Christ’s ability to forgive sin
and heal disease, Jesus says at the end of vs. 6, “Rise, pick up your bed and go home.”
This healing is meant to signify the greater miracle, this man’s and his friends’ sins
are all forgiven before God in heaven. That’s the eternal reality that only God can
give. The medical arts and those who practice them, for whom we are deeply and
profoundly grateful, cannot give forgiveness of sins unto eternal life. Jesus
demonstrates His ability to do the harder thing – forgive sins even though it is unseen
to human senses, by doing the lesser thing – healing the paralytic – which our senses
can see and experience. Vs. 6: Jesus said, “But that you may know that the Son of
Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he then said to the paralytic—“Rise, pick
up your bed and go home.”
We Christians must never lose sight of the great proof that stands behind the message
of the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins unto eternal life: Jesus’ atoning death and
victorious resurrection from the dead. This miracle points to the cross where Jesus
shed His blood for you and me and to the empty tomb where He destroyed death and
hell by rising to life eternal. We rejoice in this Savior who lived and died and rose
from the dead to forgive our sins and heal our infirmities. We bring our children and
grandchildren to Church to meet Jesus in the blessed gathering of His redeemed
people. We tell our friends and neighbors about Jesus and invite them to church on
Sundays so that they may experience and know the joy and courage that flows from
the forgiveness that Jesus gives. Last Sunday, I referenced a hymn we sing throughout
the Lenten season. I mention it again this week as one worthy of memorization and
singing throughout the year. It’s hymn 422 in our hymnal. It’s a single stanza that
gloriously describes our Christian faith focused on the crucified and resurrected Jesus:
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On my heart imprint Your image, Blessed Jesus, King of grace,
That life’s riches, cares, and pleasures Never my Your work erase;
Let the clear inscription be: Jesus, crucified for me,
Is my life, my hope’s foundation, And my glory and salvation! (LSB 422)
Blessed is this place where Christ is preached to the joy and edification of God’s
people. Blessed are you dear saints of God. “For a day in your courts is better than a
thousand elsewhere” (Ps. 84:10a). Christ Jesus forgives your sins. Take heart and be
encouraged. Jesus sees your faith. And He gives you freely all the blessings of heaven
and earth.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
The Festival of the Reformation
October 25, 2020
Text: John 8:31–36
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Lord Jesus declared to Jews who claimed to believe in Him that if they truly
believed He was the one sent by God the Father, they would be free indeed. Listen to
John 8:31–32, “So Jesus said to the Jews who had believed in him, ‘If you abide in
my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will
set you free.” You would have thought those believing Jews would rejoice in Christ’s
promise of freedom! But they didn’t. In fact, they got a bit testy, almost belligerent.
Listen to vs. 33, “They answered him, ‘We are offspring of Abraham and have never
been enslaved to anyone. How is it that you say, ‘You will become free’?” Don’t you
know who you’re talking to Jesus? We’re Jews, children of Abraham, the great
patriarch of old. We are his offspring, the chosen ones of God. And we have – note
those words – never been enslaved to anyone. Bold words indeed. As we’ll see,
foolish words. But bold.
Every year, I come to Reformation Sunday with a bit of fear and trembling. This is
true especially this year. If we’re not careful, we can become like those Jews in
today’s text and thump our chest and trumpet the freedom we have as Lutherans and
as Americans. We are Lutherans set free from the theological bondage of false
doctrine. We reject Catholic teachings on purgatory, works righteousness, and the
invocation of saints. We reject Evangelical teachings on revivalism, self-chosen forms
of righteousness, and their anti-sacramentalism. We are Lutherans, followers of
Luther, Melanchthon, Chemnitz, Walther, etc., and we have never been enslaved to
anyone. This would be a wrong approach to Reformation Sunday.
And this year, in particular, with a very contention presidential election just a few
days away, we are hearing all kinds of messages about our American freedoms.
Religious freedoms. The freedom to practice our religion in the public square. The
right to bear arms. The right to reproductive choice, especially abortion. The right to
marry regardless of one’s sexuality. The right to determine one’s own gender and
sexuality with the expectation that everyone else will honor such a freedom. We are
Americans, the heirs of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Mark Twain, Neil
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Armstrong, the brave men of Normandy, Iwo Jima, Ramadi, and so forth, and we
have never been enslaved to anyone. This too, would be a wrong approach to
Reformation Sunday and Jesus’ teaching in John 8.
Our Lord Jesus cuts through all the chaff of human pride to reveal the truth that we
desperately seek to avoid. Vs. 34, “Jesus answered them (remember, our Lord is
answering their claim to have never been enslaved to anyone; our Lord is answering
our claims of having never been enslaved), ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who
commits sin is a slave to sin…’” In all our rhetoric about civic and theological
freedom, we easily forget that none of us is free from sin, that is, not without Christ
Jesus and His saving work. Outside of Jesus, there is no freedom, only bondage,
misery, and death.
When our Lord and Savior says “It you abide in my word … and you will know the
truth, and the truth will set you free,” He is proclaiming the great freedom He
promises us through faith in Him. The same faith the patriarch Abraham and all the
OT saints had. All Christian believers have been set free by the truth that is Christ
Jesus, the blessed Son of God the Father.
Part of our struggle with the Lord’s teaching, “the truth shall set you free” is that we
so often think about truth as being a propositional idea; truth becomes just knowing
the right facts or ideas. Truth becomes very abstract.
But the Biblical teaching of truth is much more concrete and infinitely more
enriching. The Lord Jesus Christ is THE truth. He not only teaches the truth in words,
ideas, sermons, narratives, parables, etc. He IS the personal embodiment, the
incarnation of THE truth. Jesus is the grounding of all that is real and substantive. The
author of the book of Hebrews writes, in 1:3a, that “Jesus is the radiance of the glory
of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of
his power…” Jesus is the truth upon which the universe, heaven and earth and
everything contained therein, is founded and maintained. Outside of Christ, there is
only the darkness of falsehood. On any number of occasions, I have encouraged high
schoolers and college students to pursue the truth passionately and fearlessly. Not
ideology or the vain conceits of man’s fallen imagination but the truth in any and all
disciplines. For the truth will always lead back to Jesus who sets us free from sin and
death!
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In contrast to the life of truth give to us in Christ, listen to how the apostle Paul
describes our fake, insipid life before being born again in Christ Jesus:
1

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2in which you once walked,
following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air,
the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— 3among whom we
all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body
and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of
mankind…12remember that you were at that time separated from Christ …
having no hope and without God in the world. 13But now in Christ Jesus you
who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ
(Ephesians 2:1–3, 12–13).
The apostle Paul describes slavery to sin as a living death without hope and without
God. This is the life the Lord Jesus is describing when He says, “Truly, truly, I say to
you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin” (Jn. 8:34)! The world, the devil, and
our sinful flesh only give us slavery of the most abysmal kind. The so-called right to
determine one’s own reality and identity, the freedom to abort children, to define
marriage as one chooses, to carry out the desires of the body and mind without God,
and so forth is nothing but living in bondage to sin and evil as children of wrath and
judgment.
But that thanks be to God for the truth of the Gospel! For did you notice what brought
us out from the walking death at work in all sons of disobedience? Christ Jesus and
His life-giving blood. It wasn’t some idea or statement of truth – all the abstractions I
mentioned earlier. No, it was a person, Jesus, who brought us out of the darkness of
death to the light of His truth through Christ’s redeeming blood. “If the Son sets you
free, you will be free indeed” (vs. 36).
The freedom from sin which Christ Jesus gives is the reason why we Lutherans must
always confess the saving power and content of God’s Word, the Bible in general, and
the Gospel, in particular. Christ Jesus is our true freedom. He alone delivers us from
the tyranny of darkness, falsehood, and eternal judgment. We Lutherans do not look
first and foremost to the freedom to practice our faith given to us in the Bill of Rights,
as good as that is; rather, we look to the freedom given to us in Christ Jesus through
the Gospel. We Christians have always and will always confess our faith in Jesus
because He is the one who sets us free to declare the excellencies of His grace. He is
the one who called us out of darkness into His marvelous light. To live in Christian
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freedom is not a political right found in Constitutions and human law, but in the grace
of Christ given to us in our baptism. In and through those waters, Christ Himself truly
works the forgiveness of sins, rescues from death and the devil, and gives eternal
salvation to all who believe (SC IV). In the freedom of Christ, we always seek to
celebrate the Lord’s Supper as often as we can for this communion meal gives
forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation (SC VI). We always seek out Christian
preaching which declares that sinners are justified before God by faith alone because
of the blood shed by Christ Jesus on the cross. In truth, we Christians are set free from
any and every attempt to make ourselves right with God. Our hearts and minds, our
consciences, the very depths of our being have been cleansed by Christ’s holy,
precious blood. Thus we pray day by day, at home, at work, wherever the opportunity
arises, because our trespasses have been forgiven. And in that freedom, we forgive
those who have sinned against us. And marvel of marvels, we Christians are set free
in and through Christ to love God above all things and to love one another and our
neighbor as ourselves. Such freedom is found in Christ alone.
Today’s message is really pretty simple and straightforward. The freedom we
desperately long to have is found in Christ alone. Through faith in Him, we are free
indeed. He is the founder and perfecter of our faith. Be encouraged and strengthened
in this eternal gospel. “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” Praise be
to Christ our Lord…
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
All Saints’ Day
November 1, 2020
Text: Revelation 7:9–17
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

“See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of
God; and so we are” (I John 3:1).
Dear saints of God, God’s Word declares that you are children of God the Father right
now, at this very moment in time. This present tense blessing is evidence of the
Father’s love and mercy. For we haven’t earned the right to be God’s children. Our
adoption into God’s family is one of extraordinary grace.
As God’s children, we are united together with each other in bonds of love and
fellowship that transcends life, death, things present, things to come, height, depth,
and all things in heaven and on earth. Each year on All Saints’ Sunday, we pause to
remember and give thanks especially for those who have died in the faith since All
Saints’ Sunday a year ago. Their lives are a continual testimony that death is a defeat
foe. Every Christian who has died in the faith has ascended unto God in heaven where
they rest from their labors and rejoice in the eternal joy and peace of our saving Lord.
They are children of God, living and enjoying God’s eternal life.
We get a glimpse of the saints’ eternal life in Revelation chapter 7:9–17, the first
reading for today. It’s a most glorious setting in which God’s children are gathered
around the heavenly throne in worship, praise, and eternal joy. This heavenly liturgy
is centered around Jesus, the Lamb of God who took away all sin and evil by His
crucifixion and who destroyed Death by rising from the dead.
In this text, God’s children are actively engaged in the on-going life of Jesus as given
to them by God the Father through the power and might of the Holy Spirit. Jesus
stands front and center in the heavenly liturgy. For He is standing in the very midst of
the throne (Rev. 7:17). Our Lord is surrounded by the God the Father’s children who
have been redeemed from every nation, tribes, people, and languages (Rev. 7:9).
Every race, every ethnicity from every time and place in human history is found in the
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heavenly liturgy. This is the universality of the Christian Gospel. This is God’s
family, the one, holy, Christian and apostolic Church of the Lord Jesus Christ.
This one family shares in the family characteristics. According to vs. 9–10, they wear
the same clothing, all have palm branches, and all sing the same song of redemption.
All the redeemed are clothed in white robes which represents the righteousness of the
saints given to them by the Christ our dear Lord. St. Paul, in Galatians 3:27 declares,
“For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (3:27). All
Christians have put on, clothed themselves, in the righteousness of Jesus given
through baptism and saving faith.
And these saints wave palm branches during this heavenly liturgy. They are symbols
of symbols of triumph and victory. On Palm Sunday, Jesus rode triumphantly into
Jerusalem while crowds waved palm branched in joyful celebration. And the
redeemed of the Lord sing the song of redemption in harmonious unity, “Salvation
belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” To this great stanza of
praise, all the heavenly hosts responds in majestic antiphony, “Amen! Blessing and
glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God
forever and ever! Amen.” (Rev. 7:12).
In Revelation chapter 7, God’s Lamb is worshipped and adored by the white clad
multitudes waving palm branches. This Lamb, Jesus Christ, is the King who was
crowned on Calvary’s hill. His kingdom and His people are established upon that
grand event: His crucifixion and resurrection. The very robes worn by heaven’s
multitudes are made white by the blood of the Lamb shed on the cross. Preaching,
baptism, confession and absolution, and the Lord’s Supper are the Father’s ordained
means by which His people participate in the crucifixion and resurrection of His
beloved Son through faith. The Holy Spirit uses these means of grace to create and
sustain Christian faith. They are the particular treasures of the Church and why we
continue to gather week after week, even during difficult and uncertain times as we
are facing now.
But there is a question raised in this heavenly vision by one of the 24 elders, one the
heavenly hosts surrounding God’s throne. “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and
from where have they come?” (vs. 13). John doesn’t seem to know for he responds
with “Sir, you know” (vs. 14).
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The elder informs John that the white robed multitudes are the “ones coming out of
the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood
of the Lamb” (vs. 14). These are the blessed ones spoken of by our Lord in today’s
Holy Gospel, the Beatitudes of Matthew 5. The heavenly multitudes are those who
recognized their own spiritual poverty. Those who mourned over their sin. Those who
were reviled, persecuted, and slandered for the sake of the Lord Jesus and His Gospel.
The great tribulation isn’t some future time period. It’s the present life of every
Christian in the Church under the cross of Jesus. This is the life where the devil, the
world, and on our flesh press in on us. The saints are not super-Christians who lived
lives exempt from the struggles that we face every day. God’s saints are sinners who
are constantly harassed by temptation and failure, doubt and frustration.
Dear people of God, I know that all of us are weary of the trials our country and world
have been facing. But today, in this sanctuary of God’s grace, be encouraged and
renewed in the strength of our risen Lord and Savior. Your strength and your holiness,
are found in the undying, undiminished majesty of Christ Jesus. He conquered death
and hell on your behalf. These days of tribulation may get worse or they may lighten.
It does not matter. Christ Jesus rose from the dead. And so we stand in the face of trial
and tribulation with our heads held high proclaiming to the world. Christ is risen! To
the Coronavirus and Covid-19 we say, “Christ is risen!” To the rise and fall of rulers,
princes, and countries we say, “Christ is risen!” To all opponents of Christian faith
and godliness, to the devil himself we say, “Christ is risen!” Good Friday and Easter
changed everything in heaven and earth. Our indominable confidence is found in this
Lord Jesus who died and rose again and rules and reigns over heaven and earth from
the throne of God.
This day, All Saints’ Day, is a celebration of every saint, past, present, and future. For
these are the ones clothed in the white robes of Christ’s righteousness. There is only
one Church. God’s children, earthly and heavenly, united together in Christ Jesus, the
Lamb of God.
The author of the book of Hebrews wrote, “we (i.e., Christian living in time) are
surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses” (12:1). Here in this place, we are
surrounded by white-robed multitudes from every tribe, nation, people, and language.
Yes, your loved ones who died in the faith are here worshipping Jesus with us. For
Christ is here. And where Christ is present, all of His saints, past and present are
gathered together. In the liturgy of the Lord’s Supper we confess these marvelous
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words, “Therefore with angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven we
laud and magnify Your glorious name...” Our loved ones who have died in the faith
are here with us for they are members of “all the company of heaven.”
The Church, as seen in Revelation 7 and all of Holy Scripture, is the only institution in
existence that is able to contain all languages, all cultures, and all generations – past,
present and future. This is true because Jesus gathers His people from all times and
places and unites them together through His blood. The one, holy Christian and
apostolic Church is the world’s true and lasting hope. In this blessed communion, all
Christians find joy and peace. In the Church there is life; true and enduring life in
absolute fullness. For Christ is risen from the dead and lives and reigns to all eternity.
“See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of
God; and so we are” (I John 3:1).
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.

1

Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Twenty-second Sunday after Trinity
November 8, 2020
Text: Matthew 18:21–35
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Most of you know that I’m enrolled in an on-line degree program focused on the
study of the great authors and ideas foundational to western civilization. It’s been a
wonderful and challenging exploration of authors from the ancient classical period,
early and medieval church theologians, Renaissance and Reformation thinkers, and
now, we’re getting into the early modern period. I truly am thankful for the dual
parish’s support. One of the themes that keeps coming up time and time again is the
contemplation of God, His character and nature. With the exception of the theological
writings of pastors, the philosophers almost always describe God according to His
attributes. So, God is infinite, eternal, impassible, just, pure being, and so forth. What
never comes up is God being merciful or loving.
I think this makes sense when one contemplates God without the Scriptures being the
authoritative guide. It’s one thing to recognize that God is almighty. The apostle Paul
says, in Romans 1:20, everyone can know this from looking at creation. But what you
can’t know except through the Bible, God’s Word, is that God is love, that He delights
in showing mercy. That kind of knowledge can only be found in the holy and precious
Gospel revealed in God’s Word.
Consider today’s gospel text. The apostle Peter asked a very human question based in
the practicality of living in this fallen, sinful world. Vs. 21, “Lord, how often will my
brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” You see, our
natural inclination is to keep forgiveness in short supply while keeping judgment and
retribution richly stocked.
Isn’t it easy to keep a running tally of offenses committed against you? We remember
the hurts and pains others have done us. So we say things like “I am sick and tired of
putting up with XYZ.” Or, “If he/she does that one more time I’m gonna loose it!” Or,
“Serves him right, he had it coming to him.” Maybe we can relate to Peter’s question
a little better. Should I forgive my brother up to seven times? From one perspective, it
sounds kind of generous. If someone lied to me six times, I’ll forgive him the seventh
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but that’s it. I’ll forgive the thief who has robbed me up to seven times but on the
eighth, he’s getting the full force of the law without mercy or leniency. What I want
you to see is that our natural inclination is to limit mercy and forgiveness. Can we
really expect to forgive, to release someone from the just punishment of their sins, up
to seven times? But Jesus will have nothing to do with it. Vs. 22, “I do not say to you
seven times, but seventy times seven.” My rational, calculating mind – dare I say
sinful mind – quickly does the math and says, “Are you serious! I am to forgive each
person that sins against me 490 times?! Does that mean I must forgive each kind of
offence that many times? Or is it cumulative of all offenses? What’s the time frame?
Per day, per week, year, or in a lifetime?” Do you see what our sinful mind is doing?
It wants to limit forgiveness. The Lord Jesus is teaching us that we should seek the
very opposite. Unlimited forgiveness. Unlimited grace. Mercy and love without end.
To illustrate the point, Jesus tells a parable. It’s one of the most remarkable parable in
the Bible. A king is going through his accounts and notices that one of his servants
owes him 10,000 talents. This is a ridiculously high number. It’s hard to put the size
of this debit into modern terms. But some scholars estimate that a servant, like the guy
in the parable, would have to work about 20 years to earn one talent. This servant
would have to work 200,000 years to pay off this debt! It’s an impossible, multimillion dollar debt. It couldn’t be paid in a thousand lifetimes. And that is the point
we must not forget in this parable.
The king issues a just judgment. All his possessions are to be sold including the
servant, his wife and children; payment will be made. The servant pleads for the king
to give him more time, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything” (vs.
26). It’s a ridiculous request. Not in 200,000 years could the debt be paid.
But then the king does something shocking; its unthinkable. Vs. 27, “Out of pity for
him, the master of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.” Complete and
total release from the debt; it’s forgiven. There is no installment plan or reduced
interest. The impossible debt is wiped away; the king will bear the loss. This is where
we stand before God. We have an impossible debt to pay Him. Our sins and
transgressions in thought, word, and deed, the evil things we have done and the
righteous things we failed to do, are a 10,000 talent sized debt. Do we recognize
rightly our situation? Remember all those divine characteristics the philosophers used
to describe God’s nature. God is infinite, just, pure, eternal, all-powerful. To sin
against God is to sin against His infinite holiness; our transgressions are an affront to
His eternal Being. We cannot pay back our sin-debt. It’s impossible. But what the
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philosophers cannot know through their own reason and contemplation is God’s
infinite love and pity. He cancels the debt 100%.
This is the freedom of the Gospel dear saints of God. Your sins are forgiven 100%.
God the Holy Trinity will bear the loss. For Jesus of Nazareth, the incarnate Son of
God the Father almighty took the enormity of not only your 10,000 talent sized debt
but the debt of every man, woman, and child who has ever lived, who is alive, and
who will ever live. That’s what the phrase Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away
the sins of the world means. Every human being and their impossible sin debt is paid
for by Jesus through His holy, sinless life and with His precious blood. Dear saints, I
want you to see the enormity of your sin today! But even more to see the infinite,
eternal love God has for you in Christ Jesus. I want you to see that enormous sin-debt
dissolved away as the precious blood of Jesus cleanses you, sets you free in body and
soul, and restores you to fellowship with God. “Chief of sinners though I be, Jesus
shed His precious blood for me” is what we sang in the sermon hymn. Or even that
simple Sunday School song, “Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so.”
Jesus loves me and you to such an extent He paid for and forgives your sins. He wraps
His nail scarred hand around you and brings you close to His pierced side. Be
forgiven and loved with the infinity of His divine grace. That’s the enormity of the
Christian Gospel that speaks louder and more powerfully than judgment and
retribution. This Gospel we preach and proclaim. This Gospel we live and die for. It’s
the freedom we Christians have in Christ Jesus, the King of kings and Lord of lords!!
This is the gospel Immanuel/St. John’s Lutheran Church is to be known for; this
gospel that makes us different from the rest of the world.
But the parable does not stop with the king’s magnanimous declaration of forgiveness.
When the now-forgiven servant leaves the king, the servant goes immediately to
another servant who owes him 100 denarii (vs. 28). He grabs him by the throat and
says “Pay what you owe.” And using the exact words which the first servant spoke
before the king, this second servant pleads for mercy. You would think, nay, you
would expect the first servant to forgive the second servant. The king just forgave his
10,000 talent debt. A 100 denarii is almost 4 months wages. A large debt but certainly
payable. But the first servant refuses and throws the second servant in jail. What he
received in infinite abundance he refuses to give.
Word gets back to the king. He calls the servant back. “You wicked servant! I forgave
you all that debt because you pleaded with me. And should not you have had mercy
on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” (vs. 33). It’s not as if the king was
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expecting the servant to do something from his own resources. Should you not have
had mercy on your fellow servant as I had mercy on you?! There’s the source of our
ability to forgive others. As God has had mercy on you and forgiven your 10,000
talent sized debt? The blood of Jesus, His cross, His bitter sufferings, agony, and
death. Through Him and only through Him, we can forgive the real, significant 100
denarii debt others owe us. What we have received freely, we can also freely give.
And lest we miss the gravity of this gracious reciprocity between Christians, Jesus
concludes in vs. 35, “So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you
do not forgive your brother from your heart.” Every day, we pray in the Lord’s Prayer,
“And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” God’s
forgiveness is the source of our forgiveness for others. And it is great freedom.
I want to bring this sermon to a conclusion by making one point of application. Look
at what sin does to people. It divides as we saw in the two servants. It seeks
retribution. The one servant grabbed the other by the throat and then threw him in jail.
You will pay me your debt. I see Christians turning against other Christians. The
pandemic has made us afraid of one another. The contentious nature of our political
life sets us against one another. Of course, as Christians we desire to protect the lives
of our neighbors. Out of love not fear. And we order our lives to seek justice and
peace in our community. God has told us, through the prophet Micah what is good
and what the Lord requires of us, “…to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk
humbly with your God?” (6:8). I am not proposing platitudes for the ills of our day.
But what I am saying is that we Christians have received the infinite mercy and love
of God in Christ Jesus. And the Lord Himself calls us to share His infinite love and
mercy with those who sin against us. Don’t allow the divisions and fear of our day
separate us from one another. The ability to live a life of freedom is found only in
Christ. The angels in heaven rejoice over one sinner who repents. Let us too rejoice in
the on-going miracle of grace that takes place in our midst. Baptism for the
forgiveness of sin. The body and blood of Jesus eaten and drunk for the forgiveness of
sins. Prayers offered in Christ’s name for the forgiveness of sins. Christians forgiving
one another, loving one another. May the infinite love and grace and forgiveness of
Jesus prosper and abound among us to the joy and salvation of many, many, many
people.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Twenty-third Sunday after Trinity
November 15, 2020
Text: Matthew 22:15–22
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

We Christians hold citizenship in two kingdoms, not two countries, but two
kingdoms. We are citizens of this earthly kingdom. That specifically means we are
citizens of the United States of America residing in the great state of
Nebraska/Wyoming. This citizenship is temporary; it lasts until our earthly life is
over. We are also citizens of God’s heavenly kingdom. That specifically means we are
members of His holy Christian Church as she is manifested around the altar, pulpit,
and font of St. John’s/Immanuel Lutheran Church. This citizenship is eternal; for it
not only applies during this earthly life but into the glorious eternity of the new
heavens and new earth. Matthew 22:21 describes the two kingdoms, “Therefore
render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”
Lutherans have typically described the Christian’s dual citizenship by saying the
earthly, political kingdom is God’s left hand kingdom while the Church is God’s right
hand kingdom. The imagery of right hand and left hand kingdoms is intended to
establish that God is the ruler of both. It’s God’s right and left hand. I can’t emphasize
this enough. God rules over both kingdoms. He truly is the sovereign Lord who rules
by divine right. He is not elected. He does not rule by the consent of the governed.
God, and God alone, is the only true, absolute monarch. People rebel against His rule
and reign. It’s called sin, iniquity, and transgression. But humanity’s stubborn
rebellions can not thwart His absolute rule in both kingdoms.
There is another aspect of the imagery of God’s right and left hand kingdom that is
especially important for us. The two kingdoms, church and state, are to be
distinguished – right hand and left hand – but they cannot be separated. These are the
two hands of God! Let’s make this concrete for you, the believer. You have
citizenship in both kingdoms at the same time while living in this earthly life. You
cannot, it is impossible, to set aside your earthly citizenship and you cannot set aside
your heavenly citizenship. To do so would be to declare yourself in rebellion against
God Himself! Remember Christ’s command. Give to Caesar the things that belong to
Caesar. Give to God the things that belong to God. God the Holy Trinity is the Lord
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over both kingdoms. Through the grace of the Holy Spirit, we recognize His Lordship
over both kingdoms.
With all due deference to Thomas Jefferson’s “separation of church and state”
comment of 1802 to the Danbury Baptist Association, it would have been better if he
had written a “strict distinction of church and state.” Now I agree with and give thanks
for Jefferson’s intended meaning. The state cannot force the conscience of anyone to
believe in God, or not to believe in God. The Church must be free to preach the
doctrines of God’s right hand kingdom without coercion from the left hand kingdom.
And the state needs to go about its God-given business of issuing just laws that protect
the lives, property, and culture of her citizens. This, by the way, includes protecting
the Church so that she can go about her God-given task of preaching the Gospel and
forgiving the sins of repentant believers. Though the two kingdoms are distinct, they
do interact.
And this is one increasing concern I have with our currently cultural moment. People
of all faiths and beliefs but especially Christians are being told by political and
cultural authorities that people can believe whatever they want and they can gather
whenever they want but such any such religious convictions are to remain private.
Keep it in your homes and your places of worship but don’t bring it into the public
sphere. Don’t bring religious concerns to public board meetings, policy councils, and
certainly don’t let religious convictions influence how you vote. Holding religious
convictions and actually living according to them in the left hand kingdom will get
you into trouble in many, many places of our country.
But dear Christians, we must follow the teachings of our King and Savior, the Lord
Jesus Christ. Even if that means getting us into trouble with political and religious
authorities. This, in fact, is the situation that Jesus is facing in today’s gospel text. The
Pharisees send their disciples along with Herodians in order to discredit Jesus before
the crowds. Under normal circumstances, Pharisees and Herodians would have been
opposed to each other. The Pharisees represent the religious concerns of the people of
Israel. By and larger, the Pharisees resented the authority of the Roman government
on religious and historic grounds. The Jews are descendants of the patriarch,
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as well as King David. Israel is their Promised Land. The
Herodians, by contrast, supported the Herodian dynasty set up and supported by the
Romans. Their power and authority were dependent upon the Romans. They had the
support of the aristocracy. Their concerns are with political power. So, the Pharisees
represent religious authority. The Herodians represent political authority.
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Notice here, dear saints of God, political and religious authority join forces to oppose
Jesus. Their goal is “to entangle Jesus in his talk” (vs. 15). Our Lord sees their
hypocrisy and their malice, according to vs. 18, and publicly denounces their evil. The
Pharisees and Herodians ask a question that seems to be a perfect trap. “Is it lawful to
pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” (vs. 17). If Jesus answers, “Yes” the people will despise
him for supporting the hated Romans. If Jesus answers, “No” the Herodians can report
Jesus to the authorities for inciting rebellion against the government. Jesus asks for a
denarius, which was commonly used to pay this particular Roman tax, and points out
that the coin has a picture and inscription of Caesar on it. Give it to him since it has
his image on it. However, at the same time, give to God what belongs to Him. What
has His image impressed upon it? In a sense, all creation. For all creation declares
God’s glory (Psalm 19, etc). But specifically, we human beings are created in God’s
image. Therefore, we are to give back to Him not only the things of this world but our
entire selves: body and soul.
The people marveled at our Lord’s teaching according to vs. 22. Our entire life is
lived in obedience to our sovereign Lord as we serve Him in both kingdoms. Thus, we
honor and obey the civil magistrates knowing that they are God’s ministers and
servants for our good according to Romans 13:4. (Example of Joseph and Mary
during taxation, Luke 2). We cannot and dare not disobey them unless we are
absolutely convinced by the clear teachings of God’s Word that the civil authorities
are commanding us to commit sin. Dear saints, these are challenging times for us.
Because of the outbreak of the Coronavirus, civil, economic, and religious liberties
are being curtailed at an alarming rate. There are no easy answers. But I will say these
four things.
First, our Christian response to all such hardship is repentance and faith. The virus is a
judgment of God upon our world. The Old and New Testaments consistently describe
such events as God’s chastisement. This is a time for the Church to call all people to
repentance, to turn from our sins, and call upon God the Father to have mercy upon us
for the sake of Christ. To the Church’s shame, and now I am speaking of the broader
Church, we have failed in not calling for our members to repent, pray, and intercede.
To that end, let us repent of our sins and intercede on behalf of our country. Pray, fast,
and intercede for our country and Christ’s Church.
Second, exercise your God-given authority as citizens in this earthly kingdom to
speak about the concerns you have. Speak to elected and appointed officials. Show all
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due honor and reverence for the offices they hold. But speak and speak as citizens
who are also Christians.
Third, live out your Christian faith in all areas of life, public and private. Render to
Caesar all things that belong to Him as a matter of Christian faith and devotion to God
Himself. Fulfill your obligations at work with integrity and skill that befits the name
Christian. At the same time, render to God the things that are God’s with heart, mind,
body, and soul. Give renewed attention to the life of your family. To prayer at home.
To a renewed zeal for public worship and the holy things of God, preaching, public
prayer, the Lord’s Supper, hymns and liturgy, and so forth.
Fourth, as you live out your Christian life in obedience and faith to God in both
kingdoms, be prepared to be shunned, scorned, mocked, and ridiculed. Our Lord Jesus
not only faced this Himself but He also told us to be ready for the same rejection from
political and religious authorities. “18If the world hates you, know that it has hated me
before it hated you….20Remember the word that I said to you: ‘A servant is not
greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you… (John
15:18, 20).” In the New Testament, Christians suffered persecution not for breaking
laws, inciting rebellion, or refusing to pay taxes. No. (OT examples of Daniel and the
Lion’s Den; Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego and the fiery furnace, etc.). They
suffered for worshiping Jesus.
I think restrictions on our worship services will be forthcoming. Dear saints, pray for
me and for each other that we make faithful and wise decisions. We must obey our
civil magistrates as a matter of Christian conscience. To that end, I ask that you give
proper attention to social distancing within the worship service. In Nebraska, the
health directives require this. Regarding wearing masks…your pastor is torn on this
issue. Not because of the debate about whether or not they are effective. But on
theological grounds. I have not resolved the theological issues in my own mind. So for
now, I will say simply, wear or do not wear as a matter of love for God and your
fellow neighbor. Not rights. Not demands. Not even civil liberties. But love which
bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. But what we
cannot do, dear saints of God, is not worship Christ in the manner in which He has
instituted. Public worship must continue in ways that are faithful to Christ as well as
that honor civil magistrates. Which leads us back to my first point. Pray and intercede
for God’s mercy.
My goal is for us to leave this service today in repentant humility before God and
man. As well as joyful courage. I truly believe God has given us this time to shine the
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light of truth and goodness, virtue and beauty, joy and confidence with ever greater
brightness. In the face of so much fear, anger, and uncertainty, we as the people of
God stand before the world to say “Christ is risen from the dead. He rules and reigns
in time and eternity.” We live in both kingdoms as loyal subjects to God. He is the
source of our joy, our hope, and a pure conscience. Be at peace in Christ Jesus, the
sovereign Lord of heaven and earth.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Last Sunday of the Church Year
November 22, 2020
Text: Matthew 25:1–13
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today’s gospel reading is one of joyous celebration and bitter regret. The celebration
and regret all center around one, monumental event: a wedding. The wedding in this
story represents the second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. When Jesus comes again
on the Last Day in the glory and splendor of His heavenly Father, there will be great
rejoicing and celebration. And there will be bitter regret. Today, we will look at both
aspects of our Lord return. But greater emphasis will be given to the joyous
celebration that surrounds the second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Before we get too far along in our theological consideration of the Lord’s return, we
need to think about weddings. This parable is about a wedding. One of the constants
of human history is the joining together of a man and a woman in marriage. Traditions
surrounding how men and women meet, prepare for, and enter into marriage are as
varied as there are cultures. But they all fulfill a good, God-given purpose: uniting
men and women together as husband and wife. While I am not an expert in the
diversity of wedding traditions across the myriads of human cultures, it does seem that
most matrimonial traditions are a combination of frolicsome joy and weighty
significance. This is as it should be. Who you marry is the most important decision
you will make regarding earthly life on this side of eternity. That’s why marriage is
such a fitting picture of Christ’s second coming and life in the world to come. Having
faith in Jesus and being rightly prepared for His glorious return are the most important
things for life in the world to come as well as how we live our lives in this present
age. So marriage should be surrounding with great joy and proper significance.
We see this dynamic described in the wedding described in Matthew 25. Jewish
weddings of the 1st century were generally big, public celebrations. It included not
only the families of the bride and groom but the whole community. They feasted for
days. You might recall the wedding feast in Cana that Jesus attended with His
disciples (John 2). The apostle John says that Jesus did His first sign or miracle at this
wedding. And His disciples believed in Him. Consider that for a moment…the Lord
Jesus performed His first sign revealing that He is the Savior of the world at a
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wedding. From the very beginning, Jesus set out to redeem unto Himself His Bride,
the holy Christian Church.
Evidently, the families at Cana had been feasting for quite some time now. And they
were running out of wine. Jesus turned somewhere between 120-180 gallons of water
into wine! That’s anywhere between 600 to 900 bottles of red wine! There’s a lot of
people at this wedding feast. And it doesn’t look like they’re going away anytime
soon. I want you to see that weddings were really big events filled with great
celebration. In the Bible, wine is the drink of feasting and joy.
In the parable from Matthew 25, we see that those who were ready for the coming of
the bridegroom went with him into the marriage feast. And the celebration would
continue for days in Jewish weddings. But this parable represents the kingdom of
God. The bridegroom represents the Lord Jesus. In this parable, there is a bit of twist.
The Church is represented by the 10 virgins waiting for the coming of the
Bridegroom. That’s one of the big themes this parable is teaching us about being
Christians in this present age. As we Christians live our lives in this present age by the
grace of the Holy Spirit, we do so while waiting eagerly for the return of the Lord
Jesus. The 5 wise virgins prepared in advance. According to vs. 4, these true
Christians had flasks of oil with them so that they could refill their lamps in case the
bridegroom was delayed. In the Bible, oil and light frequently represent the Holy
Spirit. True believers in Christ, are continually filling their lamps with oil, that is, they
are constantly being renewed in heart and mind by the Holy Spirit.
I mentioned at the beginning of this sermon, that there is bitter regret surrounding the
marriage in Matthew 25. The regret is not being ready for the coming of the
Bridegroom. The 5 foolish virgins ran out of oil; they did not have the Holy Spirit and
could not enter the wedding feast. The doors were locked forever. For the purposes of
this Sunday’s sermon, I want to focus on the joy of being prepared. But we must
avoid, through repentance and faith, the devastating consequences of not being
prepared for Jesus. Don’t neglect the things that strengthen and renew your Christian
life of faith in the Holy Spirit.
From the days of our Lord’s apostles, Christians have gathered together regularly and
faithfully week after week around the preaching of God’s Word and the reception of
the Sacraments for the purpose of being strengthened and renewed in the Holy Spirit.
That is, in fact, my prayerful goal for this particular service. Really every service but
especially this one today. I want you to know and be reminded that you are loved in
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Christ Jesus. His precious blood cleanses you from all the sticky mire of sin that so
easily clings to us. You sins and failures truly are forgiven, released from you. And
Christ our Lord sends the Holy Spirit upon you day after day to strengthen you. Our
world is being shrouded by fear and anger. Christ sends His Spirit to calm our fears
and to disperse our anger. Christ Jesus truly has overcome the world, the devil, and
evil by His death and resurrection.
Through faith in Christ and by the grace of the Holy Spirit, we Christians believers
stand before the world and say Christ is risen from the dead. And He’s coming again
in great glory. So, we will love our neighbor as ourselves while we love God with
heart, soul, and body. Nothing in this world can take this divine love, given to us and
which we share with others, away from us. That’s why we come to church and
worship. Even when so many are saying it’s too dangerous. Our response is…it’s too
dangerous not to worship. We’re taking the virus, and the social unrest, and the
political and economic concerns so seriously, that we gather together in the name of
Jesus in order to pray for our world, to be renewed by the Holy Spirit for loving
service in our world, and to be prepared for life in the world to come. We gather in
order to be ready to meet Jesus whether by death or by His sudden return on the Last
Day. Either way, we need to keep filling our flasks with the oil of the Holy Spirit.
Another thing we need to note about this wedding described in Matthew 25 is the
focus given to the groom. He’s the center of attention. The bride is not mentioned in
the parable at all! The 10 virgins – we might think of them as maids of honor – are
waiting, not for the bride, but the Bridegroom. Their task was to light their lamps and
join the Bridegroom and the entire wedding procession as He entered the wedding
feast. The focus of heaven and earth is on the coming of Jesus. He’s the Bridegroom.
He’s the center of attention.
Even though all heaven and earth are centered on Him, we must remember why He’s
coming back to this earth! To bring His lovely Bride, the holy Christian Church, to the
wedding feast in the new heavens and the new earth. At this point, we need to shift
our imagery away from the Church described as the 5 wise virgins waiting for the
Bridegroom, to the larger Biblical narrative of the Church being the Bride of Christ.
That Jesus, the Bridegroom, is the focus in the parable doesn’t diminish the Church’s
position as His Bride. It’s rather the opposite. She is magnified in the radiance of His
love and grace. Her beauty and splendor are made all the more glorious in the light of
Christ’s redemptive love. The apostle Paul described this dynamic of marital love and
devotion like this in Ephesians 5:25–27:
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Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for
her, 26that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with
the word, 27so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot
or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish.
The Church’s beauty radiates from the sacrificial love of Jesus, her Bridegroom. He
lived and died and rose again from the dead so that He might present her in splendor
before the entire new creation! (Elise Halstead baptism) Before my eyes, I see, though
faith and the promise of God’s Word, the glorious Bride of Christ. Radiant in
splendor, beauty, strength, and majesty. Blessed are you, dear Bride of Christ.
I want to close this sermon with a recommendation. Today’s sermon hymn, “Wake,
Awake, for Night Is Flying”, was written by the Lutheran pastor Philip Nicolai. It’s
been called the King of Chorales, the King of Hymns. The music represents high
artistry. And the text is sublime. It’s based upon today’s gospel reading. It describes
the Church awaking from sleep to meet the Bridegroom. She lights her lamps and
joins Jesus in “the wedding hall to eat the Supper at Thy call” (LSB 516, st. 2). The
Supper here is actually referring to the Lord’s Supper which we will receive in a few
moments. I recommend that this hymn be sung at our children’s and grandchildren’s
weddings. There are other wedding hymns in our hymnal. But this one is the best.
You might think that Pastor Nicolai wrote this during a time when there were a
number of weddings in his parish in Germany. Quite the opposite. In 1597-1598,
some 1,400 of the town’s 2,500 citizens died from the Bubonic plague. Nicolai
reported that he performed 20-30 funerals a day. In the midst of such horror, he wrote
this joyous, triumphant hymn. He was filling his flask with the oil of the Holy Spirit
as he contemplated the glorious reality that we Christians are the beautiful bride of
Christ. And there was nothing in heaven or on earth that could take that wondrous
truth away. In joyous abundance, the Lord Jesus has provided everything you need for
life in this world and the world to come. Arise in the splendor of our Lord, dear Bride
of Christ.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.

1

Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Thanksgiving Eve
November 25, 2020
Text: Philippians 4:6–20
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The apostle Paul wrote to the Philippian Christians, “Do not be anxious about
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your
requests be made known to God” (4:6). The truth of the matter is we live in an
anxious, fearful world. Misfortune, danger, and unexpected losses are lurking around
every corner. Fear can so easily grip our lives robbing us of peace, joy, and
contentment. The apostle Paul certainly understands the harsh realities of life in this
fallen world. Afterall, he’s writing these great words of encouragement while under
house arrest for preaching the saving Gospel of Jesus. Even though he is confident
that he will be released, it was a very real possibility that the Roman authorities could
rule he was an insurrectionist and have him executed. None of that happened and he
was eventually released. At this point, however, his life was not in his control.
And that’s the great irony surrounding most of our anxieties; they are often created by
things and circumstances completely out of our control. I have no direct control over
the transition from a Trump presidency to a Biden presidency. I have no control over
the cost of bread and milk or the cost of clothes for my children or the cost of a
kilowatt-hour of electricity. But these kinds of things create anxiety on every hand.
Did not our Lord Himself tell us in Matthew 6 that our life is more than what we eat,
or what we wear, or where we live? The Lord Jesus taught us how to think about these
things rightly when He said, “…your heavenly Father knows that you need them all.
But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be
added to you” (Matt. 6:32-33). The apostle Paul can confidently write in Philippians
4:6, “do not be anxious about anything…” because of what Jesus has promised us as
His redeemed and beloved children.
Anxiety is common to our human condition. But to us who are baptized into God’s
eternal life and glory, there is an answer to anxiety and fear established upon the
unchanging truth of God’s Word: prayer. Hear Philippians 4:6 again, “Do not be
anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with
thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.” Very simple and
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straightforward. Pray. Let your requests be made known. Christian prayer is the living
breath of our most holy faith. Through the precious Gospel, we are born again and
adopted in God’s the Father’s heavenly kingdom. In prayer, we come to our heavenly
Father as little children come to their father trusting he will provide for all that is
needed. That’s the image I want you to have; children coming up close to their Father
and asking Him for whatever it is they need and want. Prayer is not another way of
gaining control of our lives. Quite the opposite, it’s a release of control. Prayer is an
expression of faith and trust that God controls all things for our good according to His
wisdom and love.
That’s why the apostle Paul adds that most important qualifier of praying to God in all
things, in all circumstances, and in all situations. There is nothing too small, too big,
too intimate, too trifling for prayer. Whatever is troubling you, bring it to the Lord in
prayer.
To this all-embracing life of prayer we add the mindset of thanksgiving. This, I
suspect, is where we struggle the most. How do we give thanks to God in all things?
To be clear, our prayers are saturated with thanksgiving to God for who He is and
what He is doing for us in the midst of all things. But we don’t give thanks for all
things. Let’s consider this further. 2020 is a year most people seem to want to forget. I
have heard and read dozens of times people saying they can’t wait for this year to be
over. I understand the sentiments. We are not thankful for Covid-19. Or that people
are dying from it, or that jobs and businesses are being lost, nor are we thankful that
our way of life is being wrecked because of the fear of it. I won’t belabor the point.
This Thanksgiving will be like none other in our living memory because of everything
that has happened since March.
So we do not give thanks for these evil things. Nonetheless, we give thanks to God
that in the midst of these things, many of which are truly out of our control, we live
under His grace and protection and care. With thanksgiving we pray: “This is the day
the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Psalm 118:24). This includes
these days in 2020. In your life of prayer, be specific, especially for the persons and
things nearest to you. So we pray for an end to Covid-19, for all medical personnel in
our families, at our local hospitals (Kimball, Cheyenne, Scottsbluff, etc.). For the
salvation of family and friends, name them specifically. For industry, business and
agriculture in our communities. For the gospel to prosper in our congregations, in the
Missouri Synod, for the Church here in America and Sierra Leone. For the
government in the United States but especially our local officials. In the midst of all
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things, we give thanks to God for all these persons and institutions. The days are
challenging. But God the Father remains with us and for us.
I know quite well that there is real pain and disappointment. It can be very hard, nigh
impossible, to be thankful. It can be hard to pray especially with thanksgiving. Under
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the apostle Paul records two promises that
strengthen us so that we can offer prayers with thanksgiving in the midst of all things.
The very next verse after saying, “…let your request be made known unto God” the
apostle writes, “And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding will guard
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (vs. 7). We do not know how, when,
where, or by what means God will answer our prayers. But He will guard our hearts
and minds with His peace in Christ Jesus. This transcendent peace flows from the
crucified and resurrected Savior. Through Him, we are at peace with God, with one
another, even with ourselves. It’s the peace of the forgiveness of sin, the hope of the
resurrection of the body, and the promise of life everlasting.
Finally, toward the end of this reading the apostle Paul provides another concrete
answer to the concerns of this life and the life to come. Vs. 19, “And my God will
supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.” Every
need will be provided. No qualifications or caveats. The resources to provide our
needs are the riches of the resurrected and ascended Christ who sits at the Father’s
right ruling and reigning over the universe for the good and His beloved people. Much
of our lives is out of our control. But none of it is out of the loving care and control of
our Lord and Savior. According to the riches of His power, His wisdom, His victory
over sin, death, and evil, His divine love, Christ Jesus provides for you all. Only
because of Christ and through Christ, can we truly live in prayerful thanksgiving in all
circumstances without being anxious. The Lord grant this to us all. A blessed
Thanksgiving to you all.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
First Sunday in Advent
November 29, 2020
Text: Matthew 21:1–9
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today begins a journey. A journey through the life and deeds of our Lord and Savior,
Jesus. The worship life of the Christian congregation is a purposeful retracing of the
life of Christ. It’s not strictly chronological, this event came first and then this event,
then this event, and so forth. It’s a thematic-chronological approach to the life of
Jesus. The basic order of Christ’s life is observed but always through the thematic lens
of God’s saving will toward mankind. In other words, the Gospel message that God
the Father is reconciled to the world through the ministry of His Son is the dominant
overarching theme which gives direction to our Christian journey.
Today’s service, for example, is the First Sunday in Advent. The reading from
Matthew 21 is the account of the Lord Jesus entering into Jerusalem on the Sunday
before His crucifixion and resurrection. It’s a remarkable place to begin the Church’s
New Year, at the end of our Lord’s earthly ministry! We begin almost at the end.
Today’s service sets us on the right path that will be the primary guide for the church
services throughout the year. Our worship services will continually and purposefully
focus our attention on the perfect life, death, and resurrection of Jesus for the salvation
of sinners. For us and for our salvation. No matter where we are on the journey in the
life and deeds of Jesus, we go back to this foundational message that changed heaven
and earth: Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God the Father almighty, died and rose
again from the dead in order to justify the ungodly. In other words, Jesus saves sinners
to such an extent that they are declared to be the righteous, well-pleasing sons of God
the Father almighty. The justified children of God are on a journey through this valley
of the shadow of death to the glorious table of feasting at the marriage supper of
Christ with His Bride, the Church.
The First Sunday in Advent sets our journey on the right trajectory. For Palm Sunday
and Holy Week are the culmination and climax of human history. The Lord Jesus
Himself declared that His entrance into Jerusalem riding on a donkey must take place
in order to fulfill God’s will. As you know, I am not given to hyperbole or grandiose
statements. But Jesus must ride into Jerusalem on a borrowed donkey. That was the
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path appointed for Him by His heavenly Father. Under the inspiration and guidance of
the Holy Spirit, the prophet Zechariah prophesied that the King of kings and Lord of
lords will ride humbly into Jerusalem on a donkey. You will know the Savior of the
world by this event. “Behold, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a
donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a beast of burden” (vs. 5). This most important event
took place for you and for the salvation of the world. It was the path appointed by the
Father and willing accepted by His Son.
Today, I want you to understand that your Christian life is a journey. It began with
your earthly conception and birth. When you were baptized into God’s Trinitarian
name, you stepped onto the narrow way of salvation. The path of life is the road upon
which you take every step. Pilgrims we are, like the patriarchs of old, Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. Journeying through this temporary country into our permanent home
whose builder and maker is God Himself. According to John’s Gospel (14:1–7), the
Lord Jesus promised His disciples that He (i.e., Jesus) was going back to His Father’s
heavenly kingdom in order to prepare a place for us. That where He is there we may
be also. We have a destination. Our pilgrimage through this world will come to its end
when we reach this unique place prepared for us by Jesus Himself.
Though the path of life is straight and narrow, it becomes unclear to us from time to
time. We Christian pilgrims are beset by sins, temptations, trials, and afflictions which
seek to turn our attention away from the path of life. But the Holy Spirit, working
through God’s Word and God’s people, keeps us from falling away. That’s why we
need God’s Word and Sacraments. The Catechism beautifully summarizes how the
Holy Spirit keeps us in the path of life. In the explanation of the 3 rd Article of the
Apostles’ Creed we learn, “… the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel,
enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith.” I tell
catechism students, young and old, that you go to church in order to hear the
preaching of God’s Word in its truth and purity. But in that pure preaching, the
Gospel proclamation that Jesus is the Savior of sinners who died and rose again to
give us His eternal, undying life must have the priority above all things. If you do not
hear that message of the daily forgiveness of sins, new life, and the hope of the world
to come, then you must find a Lutheran Church that preaches that message boldly,
consistently, and joyously.
In today’s appointed OT reading from Jeremiah 23, that great prophet said we would
know the Savior of God’s people by this name, “The Lord is our righteousness” (vs.
6). The angel Gabriel told Mary and Joseph that Jesus was to be called holy, the Son
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of God who saves His people from their sins. Jesus is our righteousness. He rode the
borrowed donkey into Jerusalem in righteousness fulfilment of God’s Word so that He
could bear our sins to His cross. Once placed there, those sins, which are the sins of
the whole world – yours, mine, your neighbors, your enemies, the strangers you meet,
everyone – are covered by the precious blood of Jesus. God in Christ has given
answer for your sins. They are atoned for, forgiven, forever cast away from you. And
so the apostle Paul writes to the Corinthian Christians that they are to avoid the
temptations of this world that would take them off the path of life. He writes:
18

Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the
body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body. 19Or do you not
know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have
from God? You are not your own, 20for you were bought with a price. So glorify
God in your body.
The world is drowning in sexual immorality. To be sure, this includes any form of
sexual activity outside of the sanctity of marriage. Adultery, fornication, various
forms of homosexuality, pornography, sexually explicit music, novels, and movies.
But now, in our day, it includes transgenderism, redefinitions of marriage, and the
systematic destruction of the biblical teaching that God created us human beings to be
male and female. These are all sins against the body which Christ died and rose again
to make temples of the Holy Spirit. These sins, which are so common to life in this
world, take you off the path of life, the path of true joy and fulfilment. You cannot
glorify God in your body through these kinds of actions. In Christ Jesus, we have been
redeemed from these sins of body and soul.
That’s why we need the Church and her ministers to be faithful in preaching the purity
of God’s Word. In today’s epistle reading, we heard, “So then let us off the works of
darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us walk properly as in the daytime, not in
orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling and
jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provisions for the flesh, to
gratify its desires” (Rom. 13:12a–14). The Church’s task is to shine the light of God’s
Word through preaching and teaching so that we can walk in the daytime. For we are
children of light. But most especially, we need to hear that for the sins of the flesh and
the spirit are atoned for in Christ Jesus. No one, and I mean, no one, is beyond God’s
redemptive love in Christ Jesus. Jesus rode into Jerusalem to die and rise again so that
all people can journey on the path of life into His heavenly kingdom. We put on the
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Lord Jesus, as Paul encourages us to do, by hearing and believe the Gospel. The Lord
is our Savior; He is our righteousness.
Finally, dear brothers and sisters, we also need one another. So, we come to Church to
hear God’s Word, especially the saving Gospel. But we gather together as fellow
sojourners and pilgrims. The days are long and hard. Encourage one another with your
prayers. With your words and smiles. With every form of compassion and grace
available to you. God’s Word teaches us to embrace one another, literally and
figuratively, so that none of us should ever think that we are alone in our Christian
journey in this world to the next.
8

But since we belong to the day, let us be sober, having put on the breastplate of
faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation. 9For God has not destined us
for wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 10who died for us
so that whether we are awake or asleep we might live with him. 11Therefore
encourage one another and build one another up, just as you are doing.
The Lord Jesus prepared the path on which we walk. He is our captain and our guide.
Clothed yourselves with faith, hope, and love. Be encouraged by His love and grace.
And by the love and support of your brothers and sisters in Christ. I love you dear
saints of God. You are precious and dear. The holy children of God and fellow
pilgrims on the path of eternal life.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s Lutheran Church – Kimball, NE
Advent I – Midweek
Theme: “Now” The Christian’s Hope Awaiting the Return of Jesus
December 2, 2020
Text: Jude 1–25; Mark 13:1–37
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The theme for this year’s series of midweek Advent services is “Now, At the Last,
and Unto Eternity.” The Wednesday services will give attention to the doctrine of the
last things, the branch of theology and faith called eschatology. Today’s service gives
particular attention to Christians living by faith in Christ now, in the present, in light
of our Lord’s return in glory on the Last Day. Another way to consider it is to ask the
question, “How are we to live now in this world knowing that Jesus is coming again?”
Believing that Jesus is coming again to judge the living and the dead does make a
difference in how we live now, in the present. In fact, the Bible encourages and
admonishes us Christian believers to live always with this great hope in mind: Jesus is
coming again in glory on the Last Day. Every eye will behold Him on that day. He
will set to right what has gone wrong with this creation. Our Christian hope for life in
this world and the world to come is grounded on the promise that Jesus is coming
again to bring His redemptive, saving work to its climactic conclusion.
Over the next couple of weeks, we will consider in more detail the promises of the
resurrection and eternity with Jesus and the heavenly hosts. But tonight, our attention
is living now as Christians by faith with the hope of Christ’s return.
Before we get too far along, we need to define what we mean by “the Last Days.”
Well, the Last Days are the time we’re living in now. They began with our Lord’s
conception in the womb of the Virgin Mary by the ministry of the Holy Spirit and His
birth in Bethlehem. We need to understand this clearly. For there are many false
teachings that say we are not in the end times. They will only begin at the so-called
“rapture” or when the Antichrist appears or when there’s a one-world government and
so forth. Any teaching or teacher that says the end times didn’t begin with the coming
of Jesus is simply wrong. The writer to the Hebrew Christians began his sermon by
saying, “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the
prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son…” (Heb. 1:1–2a). All
of the OT prophets preached about the coming of Jesus, the Savior of the world. With
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His first coming, the last days began and will continue until His Second Coming on
the Last Day.
The situation in the world during these last days is a complete mess. This shouldn’t
surprise us, but it seems like it does. Both of tonight’s readings from Jude and Mark’s
gospel describe the world as perpetually being in turmoil, confusion, and strife,
especially as the return of Jesus draws near. Our Lord, in Mark 13, provides vivid
details of the world’s condition in the Last Days. Jesus spoke of political calamities,
wars, rumor of wars, and nations fighting against nations (vs. 7–8a). He spoke of
natural calamities, earthquakes, and famines (vs. 8b). And He spoke of religious
calamity (vs. 9–13). Christians will be arrested and tried before governors and
magistrates; there will even be divisions within families because of Jesus. Christ’s
people will be hated because of their uncompromising devotion to Jesus rather than
the gods and powers of this world. But in the midst of such calamities, Jesus promised
that His gospel would be preached in all the world (vs. 10). And the gates of hell shall
not prevail against us. All these calamities are but signs of the end. Not the end itself.
Throughout the centuries, Christians have been observing the signs pointing to the
end. It’s in the midst of such human suffering and upheaval, that Christians and the
Christian Church goes about her ministry of preaching and teaching God’s Word, of
praying for the Church and the world, and loving one another and our neighbors;
Christians are the salt of the earth, interceding on behalf of the world through prayer
and deeds of loving service because we believe the days are evil and Jesus is coming
soon. This is a crucial point we must remember. For it was Christians who established
orphanages, hospitals, adoption agencies, soup kitchens, and various forms of human
care. Opponents of Christianity today will say that Christian history has been one of
oppression and persecution. But this narrative is false. Living with the hope of
Christ’s glorious and knowing the many human tragedies described by Jesus,
Christians systematically and purposefully shared love and compassion with their
neighbor more than any other world religion, ancient or modern. This is truly
amazing! Because Christians were so “heavenly minded” and looking with such hope
and longing for Christ’s return, they became the most earthly minded!
What’s of greater concern to our Lord Jesus and Jude is not the external convulsions
of the world and its opposition to Christ’s Church. Those are significant. But false
teachers from within the Christian Church are much more dangerous. Jesus said, “And
then if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or ‘Look, there he is!’ do not
believe it. For false christs and false prophets will arise and perform signs and
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wonders, to lead astray, if possible, the elect. But be on guard, I have told you all
things beforehand” (Mark 13:21–23). The last days will be characterized by false
teachings and false teachers.
Jude wrote his brief letter to Christians being afflicted by various false teachers. Jude
wanted to write about the doctrines of the salvation. But he had more pressing
concerns. He writes, “Beloved, although I was very eager to write to you about our
common salvation, I found it necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the
faith that was once for all delivered to the saints. For certain people have crept in
unnoticed who … pervert the grace of our God into sensuality and deny our only
Master and Lord, Jesus Christ” (vs. 3–4). The false teachers turn the beautiful
teaching of salvation by grace into permission to commit all kinds of sins of body and
soul. They are so brazen in their false teaches that they deny the person and work of
Jesus!
Drawing upon OT history, Jude describes these ungodly teachers as being like unto
the perversity of Sodom and Gomorrah, like Cain the first murderer, and like Korah
who rebelled against God’s ordained ministry through Moses and Aaron. They are
filled with shame, twice dead, and reserved for the gloom of utter darkness (vs. 5–13).
As terrible as all this is, Jude reminded those early Christians, “But you must
remember, beloved, the predictions of the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ. They said
to you, ‘In the last time there will be scoffers, following their own ungodly
passions…” None of this should surprise us. Rather, we are to stay alert and hold
God’s Word, taught in its truth and purity, to be our greatest treasure. The last days
require constant attention to the faith once for all delivered to the saints. That settled
form of doctrine is revealed in the apostolic Scriptures of the Old and New
Testaments.
But instead of fear or dismay, we give ourselves to building up our most holy faith,
praying in the Holy Spirit, keeping ourselves in the love of God as we await the
coming of Jesus (vs. 21). For we have this enduring promise that endures throughout
these last days, “Not to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present
you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy, to the only God, our
Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority,
before all time and now and forever. Amen” (vs. 24–25).
The last days require Christians to be alert and vigilant. But not fearful. For the Lord
Jesus is coming again. In the meantime, we Christians devote ourselves to prayer, to
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worship, to pure doctrine especially the forgiveness of sins unto eternal life, to godly
living, to loving our neighbor in his or her need, to keeping our eyes fixed upon the
glory promised to us in Christ. We, of all people in the world, are to be the most
confident and steadfast in the midst of the chaos of this world. To the calamities of
life we say, Christ died and rose again for the sins of the world. And He’s coming
again in great glory. Jesus is the source of our courage and hope.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Second Sunday in Advent
December 6, 2020
Text: Luke 21:25–36
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The season of Advent is not only a season of preparation for the celebration of
Christ’s first coming in His birth at Bethlehem but also a time preparing for His
second coming on the Last Day. Today’s gospel reading from Luke 21 teaches us
about how things will be in these last days leading up to the Last Day when Christ
returns in glory to judge both the living and the dead. This is a Biblical truth that
seems to have become muted, if not silenced, in our day. A day of Judgment is
coming in which every man, woman, and child will give an account of their life
before the Lord. At the end of today’s reading Jesus admonished us to pray and be
ready, “But stay awake at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all
these things that are going to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man” (vs. 36).
We pray, day by day, for the strength that Christ Himself promises to give. To pray
for His mercy and forgiveness. The day is coming in which we must give an account
of every thought, word, and deed. Knowing this awesome and wonderful truth, we
Christians seek for an advocate to speak on our behalf. Thanks be to God! Christ Jesus
Himself stands with us and speaks in our defense. For He shed His holy, precious
blood to cleanse us from all iniquity. On the Last Day we will be able to stand before
Christ. But only through the merits and mediation of Christ Himself.
The Second Coming of Jesus is the great event that all of human history is inexorably
moving toward. Our Lord desires that we be well prepared. Certain kinds of events
will take place in human history as these last days move ever closer to the Lord’s
return on the Last Day. In today’s gospel reading, the Lord Jesus taught about distress,
perplexity, people fainting with fear, signs in creation, and an overall sense of
foreboding covering the world. Jesus describes the Last Day as coming upon some
people as a trap that must be escaped (vs. 34)! Are we Christians to think about these
days with dread, fear, and foreboding? And how are we to live as Christians in the
midst of these days?
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Before we get too far along. There are two things we must consider. First, it’s easy for
us Christians to become self-righteous judges who look at the world with disdain and
disgust. There is a self-righteous Pharisee in all of us who stands smugly aloof saying,
“I thank you Lord that I am not like the sinners of the world.” To be sure, the Bible
admonishes us Christians to remain pure and holy. The apostle Paul, in Ephesians
5:11, says that we are not to be participants in the unfruitful works of darkness. That
say apostle Paul, however, declared himself to be the chief and worst of sinners in I
Timothy 1:15. But then he hastens to add that Jesus had mercy upon him and forgave
him his sins, called him to saving faith, and set him in the apostolic office.
The grand, majestic theme of the Bible is that God loves this world! John 3:16
certainly comes to mind. This is our Father’s world. He created it and declares it good.
And the people of this world bear His image, shattered though it may be as a result of
original and actual sin. To be sure, God does not love sin, unbelief, and evil. But He
does love this world and the people of this world. We, the people who bear God’s
name through baptism and who claim His name daily in prayer, word, and deed, are to
love the world too! Not the sin. Not the unbelief and evil. But every man, woman, and
child who is held captive in Satan’s domain.
Lest we fall into empty sentimentalism, however, we must consider what our love for
the world means. The apostle John, in I John 2:15–17, wrote these challenging words:
15

Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the
love of the Father is not in him. 16For all that is in the world—the desires of the
flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from the Father but is
from the world. 17And the world is passing away along with its desires, but
whoever does the will of God abides forever.
The worldly things we are forbidden to love are 1) the sinful passions of the flesh (this
includes anything and everything that draws your attention away from the truth that
you are more than a mere physical creature; you are also a spiritual creature, created
for fellowship with God and man in body and soul), 2) the lust of the eyes (this
includes anything that appeals to the glory of mere sight without acknowledging the
truth that God lies behind everything seen and unseen), and 3) the arrogance of life
(this includes everything that says life in this world is all there is; there is no heaven,
no hell, no God who will come again to judge the living and the dead.) I would have
you notice that in this text people are not mentioned as objects to be avoided. The
things that corrupt men and women are to be shunned, hated, and avoided but not the
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people. The Lord Jesus warns us in today’s text that we are not to be weighed down
“with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life…” (vs. 34). These things
destroy faith, virtue, and all godliness. (Introduction of elevation of hosts…)
The self-righteous judge wants to point the fingers to all the evil people out there in
our society: drug dealers, pornographers, gangsters, liars, cheats, extortioners, and so
forth. But we need to consider our own lives and activities. We rightly avoid all forms
of media that have nudity, explicit sexual content, excessive violence, gore, and
profanity. And rightly so…we ought not scar our consciences, imaginations, and
thinking. But what about the exaltation of human pride, vainglory, and selfishness in
various forms of media that we consume? There is plenty of so-called “kid-friendly”
material that exalts the sinful desires of the flesh, the eyes, and the pride of life.
We Christian are called to a better way, the way of Christ, the way of love for all
people, the way of truth, goodness, beauty, virtue, godliness, and faith. Our God-given
task is to be the children of Christ Jesus who give themselves in love and obedience to
their neighbor for the glory of God.
Secondly, (the 1st point was to avoid being self-righteous) the Lord Jesus is not trying
to frighten us but rather encourage us. Don’t we need encouragement today! Our dear
Lord encouraged His disciples by telling them when all these dreadful things begin to
take place they are to “straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is
drawing near” (vs. 28). Do not be downcast says Jesus when the world and the people
of this world become more and more ungodly. The day of our final and complete
redemption is coming upon us. When Jesus comes again, all believers, the living and
the dead, shall receive their complete and final redemption from sin and death.
Encourage one another with these promises, dear saints of God. Our redemption is
drawing near.
In the liturgy of the Lord’s Supper called the Preface (LSB 194), there is this
wonderful conversation that takes place between me, as your pastor, and you as God’s
redeemed saints. I say, “The Lord be with you.” You respond with “And with thy
spirit.” I then say, “Lift up your hearts.” To which you say, “We lift them up unto the
Lord.” Finally, I say, “Let us give thanks unto the Lord, our God.” And you respond
with “It is meet and right so to do.” This entire conversation is based upon Colossians
3:1–4. One of the reasons why we celebrate the Lord’s Supper every Sunday is that
our hearts may be lifted up unto the Lord and strengthened by the particular grace of
Christ’s body and blood coming to us through bread and wine. In this Sacrament,
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Christ comes to us as we live by faith in these latter days. Through His body and
blood, we are lifted up in His victory. For when Christ appears in the glory of the Last
Day, we shall appear with Him in His glory! That’s what Colossians 3:1–4 and the
Preface is teaching us. And it’s also why I encourage you to receive frequently the
encouragement and strength Jesus gives us in the Lord’s Supper. These are the latter
days in which we need such encouragement.
I began this sermon by asking a question as to how we Christians should live in and
think about the world during these latter days of distress, perplexity, fear, and
foreboding. I answered that question by saying we are to love all people and seek to
share the love Christ freely with everyone because God the Father loves this world.
The Father’s love for us compels us to love the world and the people of this world. At
the same time, we must also avoid all dissipation, drunkenness, and the cares of this
life lest such things compromise and destroy faith and love both.
I have also answered our question by saying that Jesus does not want us to be
discouraged, fearful, or ashamed. Straighten your backs and lift up your heads and
hearts all the higher! The day of our redemption is close at hand. The Lord Jesus is
coming again with power and great glory (vs. 27). We need not fear the judgment to
come. Christ stands with us and for us. Be encouraged and strengthened in the love
and grace of God. I shall end with the blessing pronounced by St. Paul in Romans
15:5–6, “May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such
harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with
one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The theme for this year’s series of midweek Advent services is “Now, At the Last,
and Unto Eternity.” Last week, we gave attention to the question of how we are to live
now, in these latter days, as Christian knowing that the Lord Jesus is coming again on
the Last day to judge the living and the dead. The apostle Peter, in tonight’s first
reading, asked the Christians of his day this very question:
“But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass
away with a roar … and the earth and the works that are done on it will be
exposed. Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought
we to be in lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming
of the day of God…” (II Peter 3:10–12).
As Christians living by faith in Jesus and trusting in His gospel promises, we are to
live godly and holy lives now because our Lord is coming again. It is good and Godpleasing that we gather tonight and regularly on Sundays in order to be strengthened
and encouraged in our walk of faith and in our lives of love for one another. Walking
by faith and love according to God’s holy Word is what we Christians do now, and
into the ages of ages.
Last the sermon last week, we had to make some distinctions and clarifications in
order to know better how to live godly lives in this present world. First of all, the end
times, what are sometimes called the last days, began with our Lord’s conception in
the womb of the Virgin Mary by the ministry of the Holy Spirit and His birth in
Bethlehem. We are living in the last days now. These are the days in which we live
faithful and godly lives. Secondly, the Bible has a great deal to say about the trials and
struggles the world and the Church will face in the last days. Those awesome events –
signs and wonders in the natural and spiritual world – were discussed last Wednesday
as well as this past Sunday. Those events are signs of the end but not the end itself.
The end will not come until Jesus comes again in glory.
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Tonight’s message will give greater attention to the events of the Last Day itself. In
fact, we will consider three specific events: the glorious return of Jesus, the
resurrection of the dead, and the Last Judgment.
In the second reading from Matthew 25, the return of Jesus is only briefly described.
Listen to vs. 31: Jesus said, “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the
angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne.” So there are some details that
need to be highlighted. When Jesus comes again on the Last Day:
1) It will be on a day of the Father’s choosing that is unknown to man; Peter said that
day will come like a thief in the night.
2) Jesus will come in heavenly glory with all the heavenly angels. How different it
will be from His first coming in His birth at Bethlehem. At that time, only Mary
and Joseph, a few shepherds, Simeon and Anna, and the Wise Men knew who
Jesus was. The rest of the world went on its normal activities not knowing that
God Himself had entered into time and space when He took upon Himself our
human nature. The Son of God, revealed in the flesh of a baby boy, was born the
Savior of the world. But on the Last Day, Jesus will come again as the incarnate
Lord of heaven and earth to be the Judge of the nations.
3) Jesus will come again in glory as both God and man; our Lord did not set aside His
human nature when He ascended into heaven to sit at the Father’s right hand. Jesus
remains the God-man now and for all eternity. He will quite literally sit upon the
throne of heaven before all the people of the world who have ever lived.
4) Jesus will come again triumphantly before all of heaven and earth to complete the
salvation promised to His people. When we Christians pray “Thy kingdom Come”
in the Lord’s Prayer, we are praying for and hastening this great and awesome day.
And as we shall see in just a few moments, this is a great event of joy and hope for
us. The deepest desires of our heart find their origins in this great hope. Jesus is
coming again. He will set things to right. And so we pray earnestly “Thy kingdom
come.”
So Jesus will come again. Now we give attention to the resurrection. This too is
briefly mentioned in vs. 32, “Before him will be gathered all the nations…” All
people, those who are alive on the day of Christ’s return and those who had already
died, will be gathered before His throne. What the Bible only hints at here, is made all
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the clearer in other places. When Jesus comes again on the Last Day, all the dead will
be resurrected, believers and unbelievers alike. Listen to our Lord’s teaching about
this from John 5:25–29:
Jesus said: 25“Truly, truly, I say to you, an hour is coming, and is now here, when
the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live. 26For
as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in
himself. 27And he has given him authority to execute judgment, because he is the
Son of Man. 28Do not marvel at this, for an hour is coming when all who are in the
tombs will hear his voice 29and come out, those who have done good to the
resurrection of life, and those who have done evil to the resurrection of judgment.
Every human being shall be bodily resurrected. This is such an important point in our
day when so much of Christian faith and piety is super-spiritualized so as to downplay
the importance of the body. The eternal Son of God took upon Himself our human
flesh and blood so that He might also redeem it. Your body and soul are so important
to God, He assumed the entirety of your human nature. Through His precious blood
and glorious victory over death and the grave, Jesus redeems our bodies. On the Last
Day, Jesus will resurrect our bodies unto the resurrection of life. The apostle Paul
describes the resurrection and glorification of Christians in I Corinthians 15. We will
be gloriously changed so that we will spend eternity imperishable, incorruptible, and
immortal. Thanks be to God. Tragically, those who reject His salvation and grace will
be resurrected bodily unto the resurrection of judgment which is described as the
second death and the lake of fire in the book of Revelation. This is why Peter says the
Lord is patient. So that all may be led to repentance and faith unto salvation in Christ.
Now we come to the last our three topics about the Last Day. The judgment. The
reading from Matthew gives more details about this event. Jesus described the
judgment as all people, the living and the dead, being gathered before His throne.
There are some details that need to be highlighted:
1) Once gathered, there will be a separation as a shepherd divides sheep from goats.
Jesus, the Good Shepherd now also the righteous judge, will separate believers
unto His right and unbelievers unto His left. This is not a tribunal to determine
who are the sheep and the goats. Jesus already knows that. The judgment is simply
that, a universal, public statement of what is true about each person and their
identity. They are either sheep or goats, believers or unbelievers.
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2) Once the judgment of separation takes place, there is no alteration to one’s destiny.
It is final.
3) The standard of judgment is faith or unbelief, that is, knowing Jesus by faith or not
knowing Jesus because of unbelief. The good works done or not done only
illustrate whether or not the person knows Jesus. Our Lord will say to the believers
that when they did all those wonderful things (fed the hungry, gave drink to the
thirsty, clothed the naked, visited the sick and imprisoned, etc.), they “did it unto
me” (vs. 40). The opposite is true of the unbelievers. They failed to do these things
because they “did not do it to me” (vs. 45). Believers do those good works because
they believe Jesus is their Savior. And they love their neighbor in their need
because Jesus loved them in their need. Unbelievers do not love their neighbor in
their need because they do not know by faith the love and grace of Jesus. Good
works or the lack of good works doesn’t make you a Christian or an unbeliever.
Rather, the good works reveal what’s in the heart. And Jesus know those who
belong to Him. And they shall be saved.
And that’s what I want all of you to know tonight. You belong to Jesus. His precious
blood washed away all your sins. He sent the Holy Spirit to live in your body and
soul. The good work of salvation that Jesus began in you will be brought to its
completion. And that is why the day of judgment with Christ’s glorious return, the
bodily resurrection, and the judgment are not frightening for us. We Christians long
for and pray for Christ’s return. By the grace of His Spirit, may the Lord preserve us
in body and soul unto the resurrection of glory which shall be celebrated at the great
and awesome judgment when we shall hear those glorious words: Well done, thou
good and faithful servant. Enter into the kingdom prepared for you from the
foundation of the world.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Third Sunday in Advent
December 13, 2020
Text: Matthew 11:2–11
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

By any reckoning, John the Baptist was a strange duck. His parents were old enough
to be his grandparents. He grew up under what appears to been the strict, ascetic life
of a Nazarite. That meant he couldn’t drink alcohol or cut his hair. You may recall
that Samson was also raised as a Nazarite. He violated his vows in ungodly living.
And he died as a result of his unfaithfulness though the Lord granted him victory over
his enemies in his death. We don’t have any information about John’s upbringing
except that Luke’s gospel says John’s parents, Zechariah and Elizabeth, were Godfearing, pious believers who were righteous in the sight of God. The angel Gabriel
told Zechariah that John was not to drink alcohol and that his son would be filled with
the Holy Spirit from his mother’s womb (Luke 1:15). It’s a safe assumption that
Zechariah and Elizabeth obeyed God’s commands spoken by Gabriel and raised John
in the manner God commanded.
And then John appears suddenly in the Judean desert preaching a message of
repentance and baptism. He was dressed in camel’s hair and ate wild honey and
locusts. John preached a straightforward, no compromising message. The Messiah is
coming and you had better be ready. The day of the Lord is at hand. This is the time
of repentance, faith, and expectation. John called the Pharisees and Sadducees who
came to see what he was doing but refused to repent and to be baptized a brood of
vipers subject to God’s wrath. They simply refused to prepare for the coming of the
Savior of the world. And John simply wouldn’t allow them to go on their merry way
without confronted about their unbelief. Turn away from the works of darkness. Be
baptized lest you be cut down in the fire of God’s judgment. The Messiah is coming.
That kind of preaching and baptizing are no longer taking place. Baptisms in the
Jordan River have since stopped. Not by John’s choosing. In Matthew 11:2 – 11, we
find John imprisoned for the preaching God’s Word of repentance to the political
power and corruption.
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John told king Herod Antipas that his marriage to Herodias was an evil offense to
God. (Herod Antipas is the son of King Herod the Great whom we hear about in
Christ’s nativity story.) Herod Antipas went to visit his half-brother Philip. While
there, he seduced Herodias, Philip’s wife, to leave her husband and run off and marry
him even though both of them were married at the time. It’s a sordid case of adultery
and sexual immorality. The sixth commandment was being broken before all to see.
John told Herod to repent. Herod did what many ancient monarchs did to political and
moral nuisances; he simply got rid of him. According to Matthew 14, John never left
his prison cell. He was eventually executed. The man called by God to prepare the
way for the Messiah died a martyr’s death for preaching God’s Word. John was the
last and greatest of the prophets. He’s the kind of man we should hold up to our young
men and women as an example of true Christian faith, courage, and godliness. Men,
be like John in faithfulness while fulfilling your various stations and callings in life.
At home, in public, in the Church, among all people. Be like John, facing the fears
and struggles of this life with courage and conviction grounded in the unchanging
truth of God’s Word, especially the truth of Christ’s person and work for the salvation
of the world. The apostle John wrote a similar kind of masculine appeal to Christian
men in I John 2:13–14:
13

I am writing to you, fathers, because you know him who is from the beginning. I
am writing to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one. I write to
you, children, because you know the Father. 14I write to you, fathers, because you
know him who is from the beginning. I write to you, young men, because you are
strong, and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one.
While yet in prison, John heard what Jesus was doing. John would certainly remember
Jesus. John saw the Holy Spirit descend upon Jesus in the form of a dove; he heard
God the Father’s voice declaring that Jesus was His Son in whom He was well
pleased. And John himself had said that Jesus is the “Lamb of God who takes away
the sin of the world” (John 1:29). In other words, Jesus is the fulfillment of everything
John preached.
Well, that’s the question. The reports about Jesus’ healing and teaching ministry don’t
seem to fit with what John preached. Jesus didn’t call Herod to repent of his sin of
putting John in prison. Nor did Jesus confront Herod with his incestuous marriage to
Herodias. To be sure, Jesus had been debating with Pharisees about faith and the
kingdom of God. But the separation of wheat from the chaff and the judgment John
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preached in the Judean desert doesn’t seem to be taking place. So, John sends his
disciples to Jesus. They are to ask a simple question, “Are you the one who is to
come, or shall we look for another?” (vs. 3). This is the central question that every
person must answer. Jesus, are you the Savior promised by God or do we look for
another? Even today, we who gather here must answer that question. In the midst of
the upheavals of our day – and they include more than the Coronavirus and all of its
associated medical, political, economic, and cultural effects – we must answer that
question about Jesus. Are you the one we look to for strength, courage, and hope in
the midst of an evil and adulterous generation? That’s what the Bible calls our time,
these last days leading up to the end of the age. Or do we look for another?
John’s gospel describes a related situation with Jesus and His disciples. After Jesus
fed the 5,000 miraculously with 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish, our Lord preached that
He is the bread of life come down from heaven. All who would be saved, must eat this
bread found in His flesh. The Jews got a bit testy about this provocative teaching. Our
Lord responds even more forcefully (John 6:53–54):
So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the
Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. 54Whoever feeds on my
flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day.
53

Salvation and resurrection from the dead on the Last Day are connected with feeding
upon the flesh and blood of Jesus! Extraordinary. For today’s purposes, Jesus is
primarily talking about having faith in Him unto eternal life. Thus, day after day, we
Christians receive nourishment from Christ Jesus through faith. Secondarily, John 6
has implications for our understanding of the Lord’s Supper and what our Lord’s
gives to us in it, namely, forgiveness of sins, life and salvation.
The Lord Jesus had thousands of people following Him. But after His Bread of Life
sermon, almost all of the crowds left Him. Even those who claimed to be His disciples
left. Jesus turned to His 12 apostles and said, “Do you want to go away as well?” (vs.
67). It’s as if Jesus were saying, Am I the One or shall you look for another? That was
the question John the Baptist told his disciples to ask Jesus. Now Jesus is asking His
disciples, “Shall you look for another?” The apostle Peter gives the answer that
Christians have been confessing for 2,000 years (John 6:68–69):
Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of
eternal life, 69and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy
One of God.”
68
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By the grace of the Holy Spirit who was given to us in our Baptism and who
continues to strengthen by the preached Gospel and administered Sacraments, we
confess with Peter, “Jesus, you have the words of eternal life. You are the Holy One
of God, our Lord and our Savior. We look to no one else. Where You go, we go.
Through life and death. You have the words of eternal life.”
Jesus instructs John’s disciples to go back and tell John about the miracles they’ve
seen and to recount the Gospel being preached to the poor. In other words tell John
that the works I do demonstrate that I am the One, God the Father’s Messiah, the
Savior of the word. Go tell John (vs. 4) that his fiery preaching about the coming of
God’s kingdom has come true. The kingdom of God’s grace, mercy, forgiveness, and
healing have arrived. The answer to John’s question about whether or not I am the
Coming One is this, says Jesus, “The blind receive their sight and the lame walk,
lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have
good news preached to them” (vs. 5).
The effects of sin and evil are checked and defeated through Christ. But these are the
days in which evil’s defeat is found not in judgment but in grace. The gospel is
preached. The day will come when all evil will be cast into the lake of fire. But not
yet. Today, the gospel is preached. Sinners are called to repentance and faith. Sins are
forgiven because Jesus gave His flesh and blood unto death on Calvary’s cross.
John’s witness about Jesus remained true to the very end, even unto death. Today,
Gaudete Sunday, we rejoice in the Lord always (Introit, Phil. 4:4) because John, even
in prison, points us to Jesus. He is the One. We need not look for another. He has the
words of eternal life. Our victory over evil remains sure in Christ Jesus. Rejoice in the
Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice!!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s Lutheran Church – Kimball, NE
Advent III – Midweek
Theme: “Unto Eternity” The Christian in Eternal Life
December 16, 2020
Text: II Corinthians 4:7–5:10; Luke 12:35–48
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Tonight, we conclude this year’s Advent series entitled “Now, At the Last, and Unto
Eternity.” Two weeks ago we considered how we Christians are to live in the here and
now knowing that Jesus is coming again in glory on the Last Day. In these latter days,
we live by faith now in Jesus, the Son of God. By the grace of the Holy Spirt, we live
godly and righteous lives now that are filled with joy, hope, and peace, even though
these days are dark and evil. In the face of trial and tribulation, we lift up our heads in
confident faith and say, “Jesus is coming again in glory. Our redemption is drawing
near!”
Last week, we considered briefly that Jesus is coming again in glory “to judge the
living and the dead.” As sinners, we know that we cannot stand before the righteous
Lord of glory in our own holiness and purity. In ourselves we are hopelessly stained
and ruined. But through the merits and mediation of the Lord Jesus Christ, we are
cleansed and purified through and through. Although Jesus is our Judge, who will
separate the sheep from the goats, Jesus is also our advocate, speaking in defense of
His people who look to Him for grace and salvation. In Christ and through Christ, the
Great White Throne judgment is nothing for us to dread. Rather, on that great Day, we
will heat those words of commendation, “Well done, though good and faithful
servant. Inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.”
We finally come to the last part of our theme, “Unto Eternity.” Tonight we briefly
consider our life in eternity. In some ways, this sermon ought to be the most joyful of
the three. For we contemplate the culmination and consummation of what it means to
be men, women, and children redeemed by Christ the crucified unto eternity. The
Bible uses many images and metaphors to describe this glorious and great hope we
have. Before we look at what the Bible actually says, we need to get rid of some
common misconceptions of heaven and eternity. These include things like heaven
being one long worship service. Or that we will become angels in heaven playing
harps on clouds. Or that we will be disembodied spirits wandering around over the
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new creation. And how often have we said ourselves, “When I get to heaven, I am
going to ask God about …. this or that,” almost as if heaven will be one long question
and answer session.
The truth of the matter is that the Bible described eternity in very different ways,
much more glorious ways. We’ll begin with one of the most profound, taken from
Luke 12. In this text, Jesus admonishes us to “stay dressed for action and keep your
lamps burning and be like men who are waiting for the master to come home from the
wedding feast, so that they may open the door to him at once when he come and
knocks” (vs. 35–36). In other words, stay ready for Christ’s second coming by being
filled with the Holy Spirit – the ministry of the Holy Spirit is frequently described in
terms of fired, so keep your lamps burning, that is, your life shining with the grace of
the Spirit – while remaining faithful to your callings and stations in this life. Jude
teaches us that we build up our most holy faith by praying in and through the Spirit.
These verses fit in very well with what we considered in previous sermons, especially
the first one two weeks ago.
But the next verse, vs. 37, is what is truly amazing, “Blessed are those servants whom
the master finds awake when he comes. Truly, I say to you, he will dress himself for
service and have them recline at table, and he will come and serve them.” After Christ
comes again in glory and finds His people awake, ready, and eagerly anticipating His
return, the Lord Himself, the King of glory, will have His people recline at His
feasting table. And Jesus will serve us! This is completely contrary to what we expect.
He’s the King, we the servants. Shouldn’t we serve Him?
To be sure, God is worthy of our service and our praise and adoration. In fact, our
entire existence in eternity will bring honor and praise to God. Not only in direct
worship but by the very fact that we are His people. Our on-going life in heaven is an
act of praise and worship. Though the Bible certainly describes the heavenly hosts and
all the redeemed saints from all ages surrounding the throne in direct, immediate
worship of God the Holy Trinity, our eternal life and all that we do brings Him honor
and praise. Nothing will happen in eternity that does not declares God’s praises. I
hope this helps explain why heaven should not be considered one big, long worship
service. There will be worship. But everything in heaven glorifies God without
coercion, without the hindrances of sin, or the distractions of our frail human nature.
For, as you may recall from last week, we will be resurrected physically unto glory
and honor. The fatigue and weariness, which have become so prevalent these past few
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months but are common to human life on this side of eternity, will be no more in the
resurrection of the just.
But we need to go back to Jesus serving us in eternity! The Lord Jesus treats us as the
honored members of the feast. Why is this so? Other portions of Scripture teach us
that the Church, which is made up of all believers from all of human history, is
Christ’s Bride. Jesus, the Bridegroom, sacrificed His very life and shed His blood to
redeem His Bride. And now that she is present with Him in eternity, He celebrates His
love for her by serving her at His own marriage feast. That is one of the images the
book of Revelation uses to describe eternity. The marriage feast of the Lamb in His
kingdom which has no end.
Even in eternity, Jesus gives of Himself to and for His people. This says volumes
about God’s nature and character. We might would expect something like…well, I
suffered and died to save you. Now it’s your turn to serve me. I scratched your back,
now you can scratch mine. Such thinking is utterly and completely contrary to God’s
nature. God the Holy Trinity gave of Himself when He created us. He gave of Himself
in our redemption. He gave of Himself in our sanctification unto eternal life. Now in
eternity, God will continue to give of Himself to us. It is simply God’s nature to give
of Himself in love to His people. We human beings were created, redeemed, and
sanctified for the purpose of living in fellowship with God. We were made to receive
His love and care. And then we, in turn, love Him in response. Remember what the
apostle John taught us, “We love because He first loved us” (I John 4:19). In eternity,
Jesus will serve us in love at His wedding feast. And what joy and celebration it will
be. The prophet Isaiah describes this feast as consisting of well-aged wine and the
richest of foods (Is. 25:7). The glory that awaits us in eternity is quite often described
in terms of feasting and merriment.
And here’s a glorious truth that we must not overlook! For we participate now, by
faith, in this martial celebration each and every time we receive the Lord’s Supper.
And does not our Lord Jesus do for us in the Lord’s Supper what He will do for His
beloved Bride in eternity? Jesus gives of Himself to us, His very body and blood for
the forgiveness of our sins. He is the servant and we are the honored participants
rejoicing in His love and His grace. This in part, is why we celebrate the Lord’s
Supper every Sunday and on other festival occasions. It reflects the very nature of
God in Christ giving Himself for us that we might have forgiveness of sins, life, and
salvation. The Lord’s Supper is not an occasional extra tacked on to our Sunday
worship services. It, coupled with the pure preaching of God’s Word, is the heart and
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center and our communal life together. Collectively, we make are the Bride of Christ.
The life and salvation we receive now by faith will be fully and completely realized in
the festive celebration of eternity.
There are other Biblical images that describe what eternity will look like. A New
Jerusalem coming down out of heaven. A restored Garden of Eden with the Tree of
Life in her midst. A new heavens and earth wherein dwells righteous, joy, and peace.
A new Mount Zion that is holy; it shall not be defiled by the ravages of Death for the
harmony of the original creation will be renewed. The wolf and lamb, the lion and the
ox, the leopard and the goat, the infant and the cobra shall all not hurt or devour one
another. These various images are ways in which the Biblical writers, under the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, was describing glory that awaits us in eternity.
The apostle Paul, in tonight’s first reading, make an extraordinary comparison
between life in the world and the life in eternity. II Corinthians 4:17–18, “For this
light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all
comparison…for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen
are eternal.” The images of a marriage feast, of Mount Zion, or the New Jerusalem, or
even the creation are all based in all that is seen in this earthly life. They are glimpses
of something that is unseen and yet more substantive, “an eternal weight of glory.”
The eternity promised to us is not some flighty will-o-the-wisp existence of
insignificance. Quite the opposite. It’s filled with the weighty substance of God’s love
and glory and magnificence. And wonder of wonders, we are the honored participants
as God serves us with His love.
My hope and prayer is that these sermons have been a source of encouragement,
strength, and renewal. Christ is coming again. The joy and peace of Christ be with you
in these remaining days of Advent and Christmas. Jesus is coming again. A Merry
Christmas to you all!!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
Immanuel Lutheran Church – Burns, WY
Fourth Sunday in Advent
December 20, 2020
Text: John 1:19–28
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Some 14 centuries before the life and ministry of John the Baptist, Moses prepared
God’s OT people for entrance into the Promised Land. They had waited 40 years for
that great occasion. The people who had witnessed the miracles in Egypt had died
during this 40-year wilderness sojourn as part of God’s judgment against their
unbelief. Only Joshua and Caleb remained from that generation. Even Moses was
forbidden from entering the Promised Land because of his disobedience. So this is a
bitter-sweet moment in Israel’s history. In accordance with God’s command, Moses
gives a second telling of the Law, a Deuteronomy. In the middle of this second Law,
the Lord provides another promise of the Messiah, the Savior of the world.
Deuteronomy 18:15, 18–19:
The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from
your brothers—it is to him you shall listen…I will raise up for them a prophet like
you from among their brothers. And I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall
speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will not listen to my words
that he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him.
The time is coming in which THE Prophet, the end-times prophet to whom Moses and
all the prophets pointed in great hope and expectation, will speak the word of the
Father directly and powerfully. He will come from among the children of Israel. But
not from the family of Levi, Moses’ tribe. Other portions of Holy Scripture reveal that
this prophet, like unto Moses but different and greater, will come from the tribe of
Judah, brother of Levi.
God’s people will be held accountable for the words He speaks in the Father’s name.
For His words are the words of eternal life. The ears of the faithful must be tuned for
this particular voice who speaks the Father’s final and last revelation for the world.
No other words will be given.
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Yes, dear saint of the living God, the Lord Jesus Christ is THE prophet Moses is
speaking about in today’s OT reading. And the same is true of John the Baptist. He is
the voice of one crying out in the wilderness preparing the way of the Lord. Moses,
Isaiah, Jeremiah, David, Hosea, Malachi, and all the OT prophet culminating in John
the Baptist have one, essential message. One is coming who greater than us all! For
Him we must be ready. Nothing else truly matters compared to the weight of glory
that awaits all who are prepared for the Savior. These are the days in which we, the
ones filled with the Spirit of God, are called upon to give witness and testimony to
Jesus, the Savior, the Word of God in human flesh who speaks the word of the Father
almighty. These are days of Christian witness and testimony to the truth who is Christ
the Lord.
John the Baptist gives us great instruction and courage in giving testimony to Jesus.
The Gospel reading from John 1 records John the Baptist giving testimony about who
he is and who the Messiah is. To begin with, John confesses that he is not the Christ;
he is not the prophet Elijah, nor is he the Prophet promised in today’s OT reading
from Deut. 18. I am not the Christ, says John. But He is among you even though you
do not yet know it (vs. 26). The Jerusalem Jews were sent to John in order to
understand why he was preaching in the desert and baptizing people. He’s acting very
Messiah-like: preaching, gathering a following, calling people to repentance and faith,
etc. But John declares that he is not the Christ.
Next John gives a positive answer that does describe his relationship to the Messiah.
Vs. 23, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of
the Lord.’” John knows he is the one uniquely called by God the Father almighty to
prepare the way of the Lord. John’s preaching and baptizing are the divinely ordained
means of preparation. To hear and believe John’s message and to be baptized by John
in repentant faith is to make oneself ready for the Christ, ready for God!
John understood righty that he was not the Christ, the Messiah. That’s not his role. He
is a servant of the Lord. You cannot know John without reference to Jesus of
Nazareth. And this simple fact, dear saints of God, is how we must understand who
are. We are Christians, believers in the Lord Jesus Christ. And that is what will define
us for the rest of our lives and for all eternity.
So when someone asks who you are, you can describe yourself more truly and
completely then simply your name, age, occupation, and few other important facts.
More fundamentally, you are created by God in His image as a man or a woman to be
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His representative on earth. You are His redeemed son or daughter, chosen for eternal
life in and through the birth, life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. You
are a Christian, a unique and beloved child of God.
Notice, this self-understanding is intimately and inseparably connected to the person
and work of Jesus. So you can forthrightly say that you are 1) created by God 2) in
His image 3) male or female 4) to be His representative on earth. At the moment of
your baptism you were born again as a son or daughter of God. Romans 6 declares
that we were buried with Christ through baptism into death in order that, through Him,
we might walk in newness of life. The moment the baptismal waters were applied to
you in God’s name, you became a new creation in Christ Jesus. Listen to how St. Paul
describes this new birth in Galatians 2:20:
20

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who
lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God,
who loved me and gave himself for me.
We no longer live for ourselves. Christ lives in us. We are Christians living in this
world but we are identified by and with Jesus whom we, like John the Baptist and all
the saints, know by faith and trust. His love defines us, surrounds us, and sustains us
now for all eternity.
But this isn’t only Paul’s message to the Galatian Christians. Listen to what he taught
the Corinthian congregation in I Corinthians 6:19–20:
19

Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you,
whom you have from God? You are not your own, 20for you were bought with
a price. So glorify God in your body.
At the moment of your conception, God the Father created you in His image and thus
makes a special and unique claim upon you as Creator. But now, He claims you to be
His unique and precious Temple housing His Holy Spirt. Wherever you go and
whatever you do, you do as a unique Temple of His Spirit. Every thought, word, and
deed is to be brought into conformity with this truth of who you are. You belong to
another! To God!
Yes, His claim upon you and who you are also includes how you live but also how
you die. Consider Romans 14:7–8:
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For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. 8For if we live,
we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live
or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.
In life and death, we are the Lord’s. Later this week, we begin our celebration of
Christ’s birth. God’s Son took upon Himself our human nature in order to give us a
new birth. He defines who you are. For not only are you each unique human beings of
special and unfathomable worth and dignity, you are sons and daughters of the Father
in and through the Lord Jesus, living temples of the Holy Spirit. You are Christians:
baptized men and women inseparably connected to Christ Jesus in every, thought,
word, and deed. In this life, in death, and into the eternity of the world to come, you
belong to Jesus. You are not the Christ. But you are Christians, recreated by God
through Christ Jesus in His image to represent Him as sons and daughters in this life
and the life to come.
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s Lutheran Church – Kimball, NE
Children’s Christmas Program (Advent IV)
December 20, 2020
Text: Pericopes re: The Seed of the Woman
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The seed of the woman will crush the serpent’s head. In truth, that’s the sum and
substance of the Christmas message. The angel’s message to the shepherds is but a
variation on that central biblical theme. The seed of the woman will crush the
serpent’s head. “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy that will be
for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is
Christ the Lord” (vs. 10-11). Did you hear those glorious words? For unto you is born
this day…a Savior who is Christ. The seed of the woman, the child of Eve, Son of
Mary, has been born. But this holy Child is also Christ the Lord, a Savior. Christmas
is the celebration Jesus’ birth. He is the Seed promised to Adam and Eve at the dawn
of time.
Everything went wrong when Eve took of the fruit of the tree and ate it in
disobedience to God’s Word spoken to her by her husband, Adam. The tragedy
reached its climax when Adam took the fruit from his wife’s hand and he too ate of it
in disobedience to the Word spoken to him by God Himself. Man and woman, created
in God’s image to bring Him glory by representing Him to the world, sank into the
abyss of evil, misery, and death. And the entire cosmos fell with them. Every form of
human misery can be traced back to this rebellious act against God. The mystery of
iniquity is profound and deep. We dare not look too deeply into it. The effects of
man’s original and on-going sin are bitter and profound.
But God would not leave His beloved creation without hope. He Himself would see to
it that the brunt and full weight of man’s disobedience would fall upon Himself. God
sought after Adam and Eve as they vainly attempted to hide from His penetrating
gaze. The Lord quickly sifted through all the excuses and finger pointing. Yes, there
would be devasting consequences which humanity would face in the many, many
years to come. But in that dark, dark hour hope was given. The Seed of the Woman
will crush the serpent’s head even though that same serpent will strike His heel. A
poisonous, death blow will strike the Woman’s Seed. But that promised Child will
also destroy the devil and all his works.
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Genesis 3:15, which I have been referring to, is the first preaching of the Gospel. It is
sometimes called the protoevangelium. The Lord God preached it, oddly enough, to
the Devil-possessed serpent though Adam and Eve were certainly there to hear it. And
through these marvelous words, Christian faith was created in Adam and Eve’s hearts;
they were the first Christian believers! The Lord said, “I will put enmity between you
and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your
head, and you shall bruise his heel.” Those words from Genesis 3:15 are the first
preaching of Christmas! Yes, the first Christmas sermon was preached by the Lord
Himself to a three-member congregation of Adam, Eve, and the Devil. But that
Christmas message permeated the universe. All of time and human history began
flowing toward the day when this divine message would be fulfilled. And the Devil
did his best to thwart it.
Today, the youth of our congregation have done more than they probably realize. For
they have joined in the loud chorus of faithful believers from ages and ages crying out
to the Lord to keep His promise to save His people from the poisonous effects of the
Devil’s deceptions and lies. When would the Seed of the Woman come? From where?
How would we know? Admittedly, the details of Genesis 3:15 are a bit thin. But did
not our youth proclaim to us that the Seed of the Woman would come through a
promised son of Abraham and Sarah (Gen. 15). Sarah would give birth to a son
though her womb was old and barren. Through this miraculous birth, Isaac, the Seed
would come who be a blessing to all the earth. Centuries later, the Lord provided
another detail: the Seed of an Abrahamic woman would be a prophet similar to
Moses, the great deliverer of God’s convent people (Deut. 18).
But there was more to come. The full revelation was not yet given. The Abrahamic
Seed of the woman would not only be a prophet, but a king. From the lineage of
David, the mighty king chosen by God the Father from Judah, one of the twelve tribes
of Israel’s, Abraham’s grandson. The focus is becoming sharper. The Lord had
promised that through Abraham’s seed, all the earth would be blessed. Now that
blessed Son will reign on the throne of David. So the Lord God promised David that
one of his descendants would sit upon the throne of Israel forever (II Sam. 7). The
Abrahamic Seed is now traced specifically through the lineage of King David. The
seed of the woman to crush the serpent’s head will also be a Davidic king.
King David came to the end of his days. Solomon, his son, would be his successor to
the throne. Could he be the one, the seed of Bathsheba and David? No, not Solomon,
nor any of the subsequent sons of David. God’s people prayed that the next king
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would be the one, the seed of the woman promised in Genesis 3:15. But each king
failed. Some three hundred years after King David, the prophet Isaiah preached to a
very wicked Davidic king, Ahaz; the family of David was in shambles politically but
most tragically, spiritually. The Lord is always preaching His message of victory in
the face of evil and disaster. “Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a sign.
Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel”
(Isaiah 7:14).
This, by far, is the strangest revelation concerned the promised Savior. A Davidic
King, with the prophetic zeal of Moses, through whom all the earth would be blessed
with victory over the devil, will be conceived and born from a virgin’s womb. When
shall this be? And how shall this be?
That was the question asked by Mary, a descendant from David’s house, some 700
years after Isaiah’s prophecy, when the mighty archangel Gabriel came to her and
said, “And behold, you will conceive in your woman and bear a son, and you shall
call his name Jesus…And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father
David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there
will be no end” (Luke 1:31–33). A Son? How shall this be, since I am a virgin? How
shall the promise to David, Isaiah, Moses, Abraham, Adam and Eve, and all the
faithful from centuries past be fulfilled in me since I am a virgin?
The Seed of the Woman promised in shattered bliss of Eden will be conceived in your
womb Mary by the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Thus, your Son Mary, will also be, at
the same time, the holy Son of God (Luke 1:35). These things will take place after 9
months of pregnancy for, proclaimed Gabriel, “nothing will be impossible with God”
(Luke 1:37).
The fullness of time came. Mary did give birth to Jesus in Bethlehem, David’s
hometown. The angels proclaimed His birth to shepherds. A Savior is born. The
eternal God that no human eye can behold can now be seen and held. For the eternal
God is wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger (Luke 2). The infant Jesus
is the eternal Son of God and Son of Mary. Jesus is the Seed of the Woman promised
to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. The joy of heaven and the hope of all the
earth has come. Christmas is the celebration that the Seed of the Woman promised in
the Garden of Eden has come.
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But all of this retracing of history and prophetic mystery will be incomplete if we
forget that the Seed of the Woman was born for the purpose of crushing the devil’s
head. We must not stop at Bethlehem’s manger to marvel at the Virgin born Son of
Mary and Joseph. We cannot, we dare not stay at the manger.
Through the direction of God’s Word, our youth have beautifully brought us to the
revelation that Virgin Son of Mary is also the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of
the world (John 1:29). Jesus will destroy the Devil who also holds the power of death
over all creation by dying Himself in our place. The serpent did strike Jesus on the
cross. And He died in bitter agony. The full brunt of humanity’s sin and rebellion fell
upon Jesus, the Seed of the Woman, on Calvary’s cross. Surely He has born our griefs
and sorrow. He was crushed for our iniquities (Is. 53). But here is the greatest mystery
of all. By dying as God’s sacrificial Lamb, Jesus takes away our sin. And the Devil is
defeated! The serpent is crushed, never to recover. But Jesus, God’s crucified Lamb!?
He rose from the dead triumphantly to rule and reign over all creation as the promises
stated. Jesus rules on David’s throne forever; the earth is blessed and of His kingdom
there is no end.
This year’s Christmas is like no other. So many questions. Fear and fatigue on every
hand. Our response remains the same. Jesus has come. As the promised Seed of the
Woman, He has crushed the serpent’s head. Sin is atoned for. Death is defeated.
Christ Jesus has given the divine answer to the questions surrounding our sins, our
sorrows, and our sicknesses. The One born of the Virgin, who once slept in a manger,
who hung on a cross, who rose from the dead, and sits at the Father’s right hand from
whence He came and will come again, comes among us through preached words, in
the water of His Baptism, in the bread and wine of His Supper. There you will find
Him, the Seed of the Woman, a Savior born to you, who is God’s Lamb taking away
your sins. Every Sunday, every Divine Service where Jesus is proclaimed in Word,
song, hymn and sacraments is Christmas. In response to such a marvelous Gift heaven
and earth join together in symphonic praise, “Glory to God in the highest, and on
earth peace, good will toward men” (vs. 14).
A blessed and Merry Christmas to you all!!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Christmas Eve
December 24, 2020
Text: Luke 2:1–20
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

One of the things this year has taught us is the importance of the basics. Family, faith,
freedom, health, the ability to work, and so forth. It’s very easy to take these most
basic things for granted when all is well and prosperous. But when threatened or
actually lost, they become the most precious things of all. Many Christians in our
country are not able to gather on this most holy and precious night to celebrate the
birth of Jesus through hymn, liturgy, Scripture, and prayer. Many are not able to
gather with family and friends. These are difficult burdens.
This past year, we have been encouraged and even commanded to be fearful and
aloof. Don’t let people near you, lest they infect you or you them. Justice has been
turned topsy-turvy. Innocent people were expected to allow angry mobs to steal their
property because of sins of the long distant past. Entire races of people were
condemned because of the color of their skin. Ironically, the very sin of racism that
was being protested was being perpetrated again, all in the name of rectifying racism.
People of differing political parties stigmatized each other without taking the time to
hear each other’s concerns. The Bible teaches God’s people not to be overcome by
evil, but overcome evil with good (Rom. 12:21). But our particular time in history is
teaching us the opposite. Evil is overcome by more evil, so we are told. As a result,
this year has been a loud, chaotic cacophony of hatred, violence, unrest, and fear.
In the midst of all this, Christians and the Christian Church must stand up and
proclaim the basic message of the Bible, “Dear people of our nation and world, God is
using these afflictions to call us to repentance. We must turn away from the sins of the
past and the present lest a worse judgment befall us in the future. God, the Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ, is merciful and kind not willing that any should perish. These
are the days to confess our actual sins to God and to one another. To cast down the
idols of self and national pride. To humble ourselves before God almighty and plead
for His mercy and forgiveness. Then, and only then, can the joy of the Lord and the
peace that surpasses human understanding be found.
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Tonight, I want us to go back to the basics of what Christmas is all about. We gather
this beautiful night in God’s holy name to celebrate God’s mighty work of salvation.
We cannot and we dare not pretend that there are troubling events surrounding us.
Instead, we gather on this festive night to do what Christians have always done during
times of trial. Through repentance and faith, we sing the new song of salvation that
rang out two millennia ago. And the angel of the Lord said unto the shepherds, “Fear
not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For
unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord” (vs.
10–11).
The angel of the Lord appeared to ordinary shepherds going about their regular duties
of tending their flocks by night. This is such a basic fact of the Christmas narrative
that we overlook it. Remember, tonight is about returning to the basics. The most
extraordinary message came to ordinary working men doing their ordinary tasks.
When I say ordinary, I do not mean this in such a way as to belittle who they were or
what they did. Quite the opposite. God honored these honest working men by sending
His angel to announce to them the greatest event in human history: the birth of the
Son of God in Bethlehem’s manger to be the Savior of the world. God the Father
honored our human race by sending His Son to take upon Himself our human nature
to redeem us. As Jesus grew, He learned a carpenter’s trade and the value of good,
solid human work. He learned and experienced life in a family with a pious mother
and stepfather. Dear parents and grandparents, do not grow weary in your godly task
of raising your children in the saving faith of Jesus. You have God’s promise and
blessing. For the Lord Jesus lived in the same kind of home that you are providing
your children.
A basic truth of the Christian gospel is the exalted, almighty God entered into our
ordinary human life. He chose not to go to the people of wealth, power, and influence.
From beginning to end, the Bible teaches us that God opposes pride and arrogance but
rather associates with the humble and lowly. The shepherds of Jesus’ day would never
become rich or famous. But none of that mattered. God exalted these lowly men with
the mighty gift of being witnesses of the birth of the Savior. But even here, the Lord
granted them something even greater: repentance, that most basic gift, and faith in
Jesus unto eternal life. For the Scripture teaches us that after they saw the Christ
wrapped in swaddling clothes, they told everyone in the area about “this Child” who
was born the Savior of all people (vs. 17). You see, turning to God the Father in
repentance and faith is not only what we do during times of national and personal
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afflictions, but each and every day. And this basic gift of repentance and faith, creates
courage and strength to live faithful and godly lives before all the world.
Another very basic truth declared by the angel is that the Savior born in Bethlehem is
the Savior of all people. “I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all
people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ
the Lord” (vs. 10–11). This truth is simply staggering. God’s love is not restricted to
the Joseph and Mary nor even the shepherds. The Lord Jesus came unto His own
Jewish people. They were the chosen people of promise. The patriarchs, prophets,
kings, and priests had served God’s people for generation upon generation. Now, in
the fulness of time, the God of all nations was born as a Jewish boy living in a Jewish
home in order to save the Jewish people and every other nation beyond the borders of
Israel. The light and love of God became focused in the humble manger of Bethlehem,
that lowly village ever in the shadow of Jerusalem’s Temple, priesthood, and political
power. But the light of the world would not begin casting its bright beams from those
exalted places of power. No, the world’s Savior came to be the Savior for all her
people. Most of whom live outside of Israel, outside the privileges of power and
pedigree. The glorious truth is that God so loved the people of this world that He sent
His Son to be their Savior.
This Christmas, like no other Christmas in recent memory, the people of this world
need to hear and be reminded that Jesus was born for them, to be Immanuel, God with
them. The Bible describes Christian believers coming from every nation, language,
tribe, and culture. From every era of human. Beginning with Adam and Eve
culminating with the believers who will be alive when Jesus returns again on the Last
Day. Jesus is the Savior of all people.
We who gather tonight to sing, pray, praise, and give thanks for Christ’s birth need to
hear once again with renewed and purified hearts that Jesus is our Savior. Have we
forgotten or taken for granted that Jesus is the world’s Savior that such an idea has
become mere sentiment? Devoid of true meaning and significance? Jesus’ birth in
Bethlehem signals to us once again that most basic truth of the Christian Gospel. Jesus
is the Savior of our neighbors. Of our family members. Of our enemies and those who
despise us. Of all people regardless of their social, economic, ethnic, or cultural
background. This truth caused the angel to sing the new song of salvation. Through
repentance and faith and by the grace of the Holy Spirit, let this truth invigorate our
Christmas celebrations this year. And may it renew our hearts and minds so that we
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once again sing and proclaim to every human soul we meet that Jesus is their Lord
and their Saviour.
And yet this most basic truth – “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a
Saviour, which is Christ the Lord” – reminds us that all people, from the highest
segments of our society to the lowest, need to be saved. Humanity’s worst problems
aren’t political turmoil, economic stagnation, Covid-19, racism, or even the various
manifestations of fear that surround our time. These are real and dangerous problems.
Regarding these things, we Christians pray and seek God’s mercy and deliverance
even as we seek to live lives of virtue and goodness. But our essential need is
salvation from sin, eternal judgment, and God’s wrath against all unbelief. For Jesus
to be the world’s Savior means the world and all her people need to be saved. This
most basic truth – that we are sinners so desperately lost that only God could rescue us
by becoming one of us – is the foundation for all that we do in Christmas. The
worship, the giving of gifts, the feasting. God has saved us through the birth, death,
and resurrection of His beloved Son. This truth is the source of our joy even as it
caused the joy and celebration of the heavenly host. “And suddenly there was with the
angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, ‘Glory to God in the
highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men’” (vs. 13–14).
This Christmas message is a return to the basics of our Christian faith. In repentance,
that is, confessing our sins and turning away from them, and in steadfast faith, that is
trust in Jesus, the Savior of all nations who forgives all our sins, we sing again the
new song of salvation with courage and joy. Jesus, the incarnate born Son of the
Father, is our Lord and Savior. God has overcome evil through the goodness of His
Son, Jesus. Tonight and this season, we celebrate and worship Him, our Lord and
Savior.
A Merry Christmas to you all!!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Christmas Day
December 25, 2020
Text: John 1:1–18
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

In the name of Jesus … A blessed and Merry Christmas to you all!!
The Biblical accounts of Jesus’ birth are a wonderful, comprehensive summary of the
perspectives of everyone involved: Joseph, Mary, and God Himself. In 8 short verses,
Matthew’s gospel (1:18–25) teaches us that an angel of the Lord went to Joseph to
stop him from making a grave mistake. Evidently, Mary had told Joseph that she was
pregnant. Being a sensible and just man, Joseph was determined to divorce Mary
privately. It’s obvious that she’s been unfaithful to him. But Joseph didn’t see a need
to shame her publicly. In a dream, the angel told Joseph that Mary was pregnant just
as she had said, not with another man’s child, but with a Son conceived by the Holy
Spirit. Her virgin womb bears Immanuel, God with us in human flesh and blood. The
angel instructed Joseph to fulfill his commitment to Mary and take her as his wife.
And when she had given birth to her Son, Joseph was to name Him Jesus, for He
would save His people from their sins.
Luke’s gospel (2:1–20), the most famous of the birth narratives (20 verses in all) is
written from Mary’s perspective; towards the end of the account Luke even wrote,
“But Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart” (vs. 19). Luke’s
gospel provides the details of Mary being great with child; of Mary and Joseph having
to travel to Bethlehem from Nazareth because of a government taxation decree and
arriving at the end of her nine months of pregnancy, of Mary having to give birth in a
manger filled with various animals because there was no room in the inn for her, of
having shepherds suddenly appearing soon afterwards. And let’s not kids ourselves
and over-sentimentalize these events. Which of you wives and mothers would
volunteer to give birth to your child under those circumstances!!! The story was
gloriously beautiful. But it was difficult to be sure. But under those circumstances, the
Savior of world was born to the joy of heaven and earth.
And then we come to John’s gospel (1:1–18). He writes from God’s perspective. The
first three verses are: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
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and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made
through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made.” The lofty
heights of the divine are presented for our contemplation and wonder. “In the
beginning…” certainly draws our attention back to Genesis 1:1. “In the beginning
God created …” John is reminding us of who God is. The creator of the universe, of
everything that is seen and unseen, the spiritual and the physical. Nothing existed
before God and nothings exists outside of God. John also draws us into the very
nature of God’s existence. He is one God. For both Genesis and John speak of only
one God. But there is a plurality in God. God the Father spoke the universe into
existence even as the Spirit of God hovered over the depths. And John spoke of the
Word being God and, at the same time, the Word being with God. Taken together,
Genesis and John’s Gospel provide the revelation that God is one yet three Persons.
God the Father created the heavens and the earth by speaking it into existence through
the Word while the Holy Spirit hovered over the Father’s work of creation. God, the
Word, and the Spirit. One God in three Persons. And John’s gospel makes it
abundantly clear that the Word that was in the beginning with God is “the only Son
from the Father, full of grace and truth” (vs. 14). Genesis 1 and John 1 tell us who
God is: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.
And yet, we might ask, “Where is the birth of Jesus in John’s gospel?”. It’s the
shortest of all three. “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have
seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (vs.
14). A single verse describes and encapsulates the 28 verses from Matthew and Luke.
But in many ways, John’s single verse is the most sublime and mysterious. For when
we consider Christmas from God’s perspective, we see that God the Son, the Word
through whom the Father spoke the universe into existence, became human flesh and
dwelt in our time, space, and history. The infinite God became a finite human being of
limited flesh and blood. The invisible God became visible in the flesh and blood baby
Jesus born of the Virgin Mary. The God who is so holy and glorious that not even the
angels can behold God’s face directly but cover their faces with their wings is now
beheld by the eyes of sinful men and women. John wrote, “…we have seen his glory,
glory as of the Son from the Father.” The eternal God entered into the time which He
Himself created and submitted to the rhythm of sleeping at night, working in the day,
eating, drinking, walking, and all the things that make life human. And the Word, who
made every thing that was made and in whom was life and light, became flesh and
dwelt among us. The Word of God, the second Person of the Holy Trinity, became a
human boy.
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Each of the three accounts of Christ’s birth tell us something about why God became
man. Matthew’s gospel reveals that Jesus is God with us, Immanuel, the divine/human
person who saves His people from their sins. Luke’s gospel amplifies this truth in a
number of ways. For Jesus, the Son of Mary, will sit on David’s throne for all eternity
in fulfilment of Scripture, that her ordinary baby wrapped in swaddling clothes is
holy, the Son of God, that He is the universal Savior of all people, and that He is the
God the Father’s Christ, the Lord of the universe now in human flesh. John’s gospel
doesn’t mention sin nor does it use the language of salvation, such as Savior or saving
His people from their sins, and so forth.
But John does describe the struggle between light and darkness, a rather one-sided
contest to be sure. For vs. 4–5 says, “In him was life, and the life was the light of men.
The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” This is part of
the beauty and pageantry of last night’s candlelight service. In a darkened church
sanctuary, we light small candles and sing Silent Night. Those small lights cannot be
overcome by the surrounding darkness no matter how think or oppressive they seem.
It’s a beautiful reminder, that Christ Jesus, the Word made flesh, is the light of the
world and the light of men which the darkness cannot overcome. But this world is a
dark place filled with what seems to be invincible darkness and evil. Everywhere we
turn, we discover another pocket of darkness. The light of Christ must shine there so
that those trapped in the devil’s darkness and enthralled by the shadow of death can be
delivered. The darkness John describes is caused by the sin described in Matthew’s
Gospel. And the Savior the world needs, according to Luke’s Gospel, is the flesh and
blood God of heaven and earth who rescues His people from the dark shadow of sin
and death that covers this world.
This is what God’s sees, according to John’s gospel. His people hopelessly overcome
by darkness. He saw that only He could rescue His people. Only God, who is the light
and light of men, can restore His darkened people back to the light of life. Dear saints
of God, this Christmas and every Christian celebration, is the triumphant of the Word
made flesh over the powers of darkness. The light of life was restored to the people of
this world when the Word made flesh died on the cross, shedding His holy, precious
blood, and rose from the dead on the third day. It looked as if darkness won on Good
Friday, Holy Saturday, and into the early dawn of Easter morning. But the Word made
flesh, the Lord Jesus Christ and Lord of light and light, burst forth from the tomb
shattering the darkness for all eternity.

4

This morning, we rejoice in the Divine Word, the creator and light of life, made flesh.
Let not your hearts be troubled nor be afraid. The light and life of God has pierced the
darkness of our sin. It is vanquished in the redemptive light of Jesus, the Word made
flesh. This light now dwells within you by faith in Jesus created by the glorious
ministry of the Holy Spirit. Redeemed by the Word made flesh, we live as the
children of light turning away from the seductive darkness of evil. The light and life
of Christ Jesus be with you all dear, dear people of God. Rejoice and be glad in Christ,
the Word made flesh, the light and life of every believing heart!
A Merry Christmas to you all!!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
First Sunday after Christmas
December 27, 2020
Text: Luke 2:22–40
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ … A Merry Christmas to you all.
From all appearances, the house of King David looked dead. Oh, there were
descendants of David still alive in Israel during the 1st century. But all the glory and
the prominence of David’s seed was gone; no Davidic kings sat upon Israel’s royal
throne. The prophet Isaiah described the situation of David’s house as “the stump of
Jesse.” Jesse was David’s father. Stumps are the dead remnants of a once living tree.
Stumps are typically useless, stubborn obstacles cluttering the ground. But there is
something quite amazing about tree stumps. Living tree shoots often grow around
them. That too is how Isaiah described David’s house. A shoot shall come forth from
the stump of Jesse that will bear fruit. “And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him,
the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of
knowledge and the fear of the Lord. And his delight shall be in the fear of the Lord…”
(Isaiah 11:2–3a). That prophecy was spoken some 700 years before it’s fulfillment in
the conception and birth of the Lord Jesus Christ. He is the shoot from the stump of
Jesse. For not only was Jesus conceived by the Holy Spirit, as we have heard and
celebrated during our Christmas Eve and Christmas Day services, but He was also
anointed with the Holy Spirit without measure (John 3:34).
Maybe we can understand better why Simeon acted the way He did when seeing the
40-day old Jesus at the Temple in Jerusalem. The Holy Spirit had revealed to Simeon
that he would not see death before he saw the Lord’s Christ (vs. 26). The Holy Spirit
would reveal to Simeon the One upon whom the Spirit of wisdom, understanding,
counsel, might, and knowledge rested in full measure. This One delighted in the fear
of the Lord. Such is the character and nature of the shoot of Jesse’s stump.
Simeon received an extraordinary promise. He would see the Messiah, the Lord’s
Christ, before dying. His life had one focal point: seeing the Lord’s Christ, the One
anointed with the Holy Spirit for that is what “Christ” really means, the Anointed
One. The Bible doesn’t record that Simeon received any other information about the
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Christ – what He looked like, where He might find Him, etc. – except the Holy Spirit
would reveal Him. This is the nature and character of Christian faith. It trusts God’s
promises grounded in Holy Scripture which are revealed and illuminated by the
ministry of the Spirit. For no one can receive the holy things of God and of His Christ
unless the Spirit enlightens and enlivens his heart and mind. The Holy Spirit creates
faith in Jesus when and where He wills when God’s Word is preached and
proclaimed.
I suppose it makes sense for Simeon to be near the Temple as he waited for the
fulfilment of the Spirit’s promise. That was the place of atonement. Where troubled
consciences could find consolation and peace. For the Lord had promised that through
the sacrifices He appointed, God’s people would find forgiveness of sins and peace
with God and one another. But there was always something lacking in those
sacrifices. Another sacrifice was always required. The repetitive nature of the
sacrifices indicated that something superior and eternal was needed. Jerusalem’s
Temple was the place of peace and rest pointing toward the final, perfect consolation
and redemption.
The Holy Spirit led Simeon to the Temple when Joseph and Mary were there
completing the sacrifices required for newborn baby boys. Sacrifices of either two
pigeons or two turtledoves had recently been offered for Mary and Jesus. At the
appointed moment, Simeon saw Jesus. The Holy Spirit revealed to Him this is the
One, the Christ. He is the redemption and consolation of Israel. He saw Jesus, the
Christ of God, and rejoiced. Simeon’s life came to its fulfilment. “Lord, now lettest
Thou Thy servant depart in peace, according to Thy word, for mine eyes have seen
Thy salvation which Thou hast prepared before the face of all people…”
With his natural eyes, Simeon saw a normal looking baby boy and ordinary looking
parents doing the things that pious, godly parents did under the Old Covenant. But by
faith created by the Holy Spirit, Simeon saw the Lord’s Christ. He did not question
God. How can this helpless Boy be the Christ upon whom the Spirit of wisdom,
understanding, counsel, might, and knowledge rests in full measure? Nor did he ask
how this can be the One who delights in the fear of the Lord? Through the
illumination of the Holy Spirit, Simeon saw the Word made flesh, the light and life of
men incarnate in human flesh and blood. He saw in Jesus the salvation of Jews and
Gentiles alike. And He rejoiced with exceeding joy and peace.
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We don’t know anything about Simeon except these few words from Luke’s gospel.
Artists typically imagine him being older, near the end of his life but it needn’t be that
way. Whether we’re older or younger, we see death surrounding us. In the world, even
in our own bodies. But when Simeon saw Jesus and held Him in His arms, He held
life. And I don’t mean that because Jesus was so young – but 40 days old – that He
had His entire life before Him; no, Jesus doesn’t simply have life. He IS life. He IS
salvation. For He IS the Christ of God. You see dear people of God, this is the
extraordinary thing about this particular event in the life of our Lord. He didn’t
become the Savior of the World when He began His earthly ministry some 30 years
later. He was the Savior from the moment of His conception by the Holy Spirit in
Mary’s virgin womb. Simeon and Anna were Christians, believers in Christ Jesus,
before He spoke His first word or performed or first miracle.
Simeon also knew that Jesus would suffer and die in order to accomplish the
redemption of the world. Simeon warned Mary that Jesus was “appointed for the fall
and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed (and a sword will pierce
through your own soul also) …” (vs. 34–35). Anna, that aged prophetess mentioned in
vs. 36–38, also knew that this Boy must shed blood at some point in His earthly life.
She joined Simeon, as he was holding Jesus, and saw by faith the redemption of
Jerusalem. She praised God and began telling everyone who was waiting for the
redemption of God’s people about Jesus. He is the redemption of God’s people. And
there is no redemption without the shedding of blood, without a sacrifice of
atonement. All of this is taking place in Temple area. The place of Atonement, the
shedding of blood for the forgiveness of sins. But it would not be the blood of bulls,
goats, or birds that would bring the redemption from sin and evil. The blood of Jesus,
the blood that coursed through those infant veins, would, in the course of time be shed
on Calvary’s cross to cover your sins, my sins, and the sins of the whole world.
Many would stumble and fall because of Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross. They
did on that original Good Friday. They still stumble and fall today when they hear that
redemption and salvation and the hope of heaven rests solely in the person and work
of Jesus, the Lord’s Christ. Some mock the crucifixion as ancient barbarity and prefer
a blood-less religion of morality, good works, and human centered religion. The truth
that all our self-appointed works are rejected by God because they are tainted with sin
remains offensive. No cross. No preaching of Christ the crucified and resurrected
Savior of hopelessly lost sinners. No Sacraments that join us to Christ’s redemptive
death and resurrection. No repentance and death to the old sinful nature through
humble acknowledgement of sin or crying out for mercy day after day, week after
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week. The world and our secular friends and family simply do not understand that our
courage, strength, and joy come from Jesus, the Christ of God. As Jesus delighted in
the fear of the Lord so we too, by His Spirit, delight in living a God-pleasing life.
Fearing God simply means living by faith and conforming our entire life – how we
live, what we do with our time, the way we spend our money, where we place our
hope and trust – to the teaching of Christ and His inspired Word, the Holy Scriptures.
By the grace of the Spirit working through Christ’s Gospel, we believers in Jesus have
become like Simeon and Anna holding Jesus by faith to the depths of their soul as our
consolation and hope.
For our faith and confidence are so rooted and grounded in Jesus, that we take daily
comfort in being baptized into His death and resurrection. It truly is our desire to
receive often the very body and blood of Jesus given and shed on the cross for the
forgiveness of sins. We find strength and joy in gathering together in Christ’s name to
sing His praises, to comfort one another, to remind each other that in Christ Jesus we
have everything in heaven and earth. No matter what happens in this earthly life, we
have been set free from sin by Christ and rescued from eternal death by Him. All else
can go away. As long as we have Christ Jesus, we live and die in peace. He is the
Christ of God. Our Savior and coming King. It matters not to us that Christian faith
and piety are not very impressive according to human wisdom and understanding. The
Spirit of wisdom, understanding, counsel, might, and knowledge rest with Jesus. He is
our trust, our life and redemption, our consolation. In Him, we have eternal peace.
A blessed and Merry Christmas to you all…
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s Lutheran Church – Kimball, NE
New Year’s Eve
December 31, 2020
Text: Psalm 90
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ … A Merry Christmas to you all.
The appointed Psalm for New Year’s Eve is Psalm 90, which we chanted a few
moments ago. The superscription attached to this Psalm says, “A Prayer of Moses, the
man of God.” Tonight’s meditation will center on this inspired psalm. In light of the
events of 2020 and in the hope of a joyous New Year, Psalm 90 is a psalm that should
rise to the top in our devotional use. Though written some 3,500 years ago, it is most
timely and needed. I encourage you to return to it frequently in 2021; use it as one of
your prayers (along with the rest of the psalter) as we commend our days into the
Father’s loving hands. We begin by briefly considering the human author, Moses.
Moses is the great deliverer in the Old Testament. It goes without saying that he is one
of the greatest persons in the entire Bible, Old and New Testament. Along with the
superscription to Psalm 90, Deuteronomy 33:1 describes Moses as the man of God.
Exodus 33:11 says that the Lord spoke to Moses “face to face” as a man speaks to his
friend. We also know from Scripture that the Lord spared Moses’ life while God’s
people suffered in Egyptian bondage. In the course of time, the Lord raised up Moses
to deliver His people from slavery and lead them to the land promised to the
patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Early in his adult life, Moses had to make a
hard choice. Hebrews 11:24–26 describes the situation with wonderful clarity:
By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s
daughter, 25choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy
the fleeting pleasures of sin. 26He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth
than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward.
24

This was a man who had a bright future. Egypt was a powerful, prosperous nation at
that time, built in large part upon the backs of God’s people held in slavery. By God’s
grace and providence, Moses renounced the Satanic evil of “the fleeting pleasures of
sin” which royal life in Egypt would have afforded him. Instead, Moses chose
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suffering in this life so that he could obtain a far greater reward in God’s kingdom.
Notice that Moses made this choice from Christian conviction! “He considered the
reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt.” This is a man filled
with the Spirit of God whose faith was focused upon Christ the Savior. Moses was
“the man of God” because he had faith in Christ, the Son of God, who had not yet
become incarnate in Mary’s virgin womb. That would not happen for another 15
millennia, almost 1,500 years! And yet, he chose by faith in Christ, to be counted with
God’s people rather than living under the darkness of evil and unbelief. So Moses is
more than qualified to be our teacher and guide, as a Christian believer!
Moses begins his psalm, a sung prayer (highlight this!) by asserting that the Lord has
been our dwelling place in all generations (vs. 1). Our lives find their beginning,
middle, and ending in God the Holy Trinity. A godly life is a life of faith in and
obedience to Christ Jesus. Moses trusted is the same Christ into whom we Christians
are baptized.
In all generations, says Moses. God has been our dwelling place for He, the Lord,
does not change (vs. 1). One of the frustrations we have all experienced in 2020 was
how rapidly things changed. We can all share stories of how we were told to do one
thing at the beginning of the day only to be told to do something completely different
in a short time later, sometime only hours later!! This past year was filled with
uncertainty and rapid change. But not with God. He remains faithful and true,
unchanging in His love and grace and desire to bring all of us to our great reward in
His eternal kingdom. “From everlasting to everlasting you are God” (vs. 2)
But much has changed this past year. That is the way of human life on this side of
eternity. Our days are fleeting and brief. This truth we must know and understand
rightly. Moses teaches us:
“You (i.e., God the Lord) return man to dust and say, ‘Return, O children of man!’
For a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when it is past, or as a
watch in the night. You (i.e., God the Lord) sweep them away as with a flood; they
are like a dream, life grass that is renewed in the morning: in the morning it
flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers” (vs. 3–6).
Human life, with all of its brevity and changeability, remains under the care and
providence of our unchanging Lord. Remember, this is Moses the man and friend of
God who wrote these words. He saw the riches of this world and knew, by faith, that
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they were transitory. Here today, gone tomorrow, swept away as by a flood. But God
the Redeemer of His people, remains sure and steadfast, from everlasting to
everlasting. True riches and security are found only in God the Lord. 2020 has taught
us how fleeting things in this life can be. Health, life, material comforts, freedoms.
But God and His Word endures forever. Thus we Christians sing, “O Christ the solid
rock I stand. All other ground is sinking sand” (LSB 576). As we enter 2021, our
confidence and strength, our hope and joy are established in the unchangeable nature
of our loving God.
Not only did Moses know God’s grace and mercy, but he also experienced God’s
discipline and anger against sin and disobedience. “For we are brought to an end by
your anger (i.e., God’s anger); by your wrath we are dismayed. You have set our
iniquities before you, our secret sins in the light of your presence” (vs. 7–8). Any brief
reading in the Bible about the wilderness wanderings in which Moses led God’s
people for 40 years will reveal God’s judgment against their sin and unbelief.
Numerous times Moses interceded on behalf of God’s sinful people. To Moses’
dismay, he too was not permitted to enter the Promised Land because he disobeyed
God’s command. We Christians also stand under God’s fiery gaze. The NT writer to
the Hebrew Christians preached:
12

For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword,
piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and
discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 13And no creature is hidden
from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must
give account (Heb. 4:12–13).
Through God’s Word, we stand exposed. Our conscience, when we are still and quit
enough to listen, speaks to our heart. God knows. He sees. And we must give an
account of every thought, word, and deed. Thus, in repentance we confess our sins.
The evil we did and the good we failed to accomplish. But such repentance, born in us
by the Holy Spirit working through God’s holy Law, leads to a confident faith in
God’s promise through Christ Jesus. In Christ alone we stand forgiven, cleansed, and
renewed. Thus we pray and sing with a heart filled with faith and courage:
On my heart imprint Your image, Blessèd Jesus, King of grace,
That life’s riches, cares, and pleasures Never may Your work erase;
Let the clear inscription be: Jesus, crucified for me,
Is my life, my hope’s foundation, And my glory and salvation! (LSB 422)
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Or, we turn back to Psalm 90:13–14 in prayerful song: “Return, O Lord. How long?
Have pity on your servants! Satisfy us in the morning with your steadfast love, that we
may rejoice and be glad all our days.” Each morning, the sun rises reminding us
Christians of Christ’s resurrection. Our gracious Lord visits us with His mercy and
grace. As each morning is the renewal the day, so each day we live in His steadfast,
unchanging love. Though Moses knew the hardships of living in this world as a
Christian believer, He also knew by faith His grace, victory, and peace. He concluded
Psalm 90 with these mighty words of faith, “Let the favor of the Lord our God be
upon us, and establish the work of our hands upon us; yes, establish the work of our
hands!” God’s grace stands upon. Our works, cleansed by the blood of Jesus and
guided by the illumination of the Holy Spirit, will be established.
There is much, much apprehension in our day. Much will pass away as is normal for
human life on this side of eternity. But much, much more will endure. We need not be
afraid of the days and weeks to come. Our lives and our works are established in
Christ. With such knowledge, we see past the fleeting pleasures and trials of life in
this world and look to the unsurpassable riches of faith and hope in Christ Jesus.
There is much for which to gives thanks, even in 2020. And we look in hope for 2021.
But through it all we say boldly and confidently before heaven and earth, “Lord, you
have been our dwelling place in all generations…from everlasting to everlasting you
are God.”
A Happy New Year to you all!!
 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen
Now the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen.

