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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Second Sunday after Christmas
January 3, 2021
Text: I Peter 4:12–19
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.
Today is the first worship service of the New Year. Many would like to cast 2020 into
the ash heap of bad ideas. But that would be unwise. And dare I say, unchristian? I
won’t sugarcoat 2020. All of us, at some level, were blindsided by the events of last
year. But God’s Word teaches us that the times and seasons of our lives are in the
hands of the Lord and are being directed by His providence. God brings both
prosperity and discipline. After losing virtually everything, Job declared, “The Lord
gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord (1:21). In I
Samuel 2, we hear the prayer of that saintly woman, Hannah, as she sought the Lord
to give her a child. She prayed (I Sam. 2:7–8):
7

The LORD makes poor and makes rich; he brings low and he exalts. 8He raises
up the poor from the dust; he lifts the needy from the ash heap to make them sit
with princes and inherit a seat of honor.
And Moses, the man and friend of God, composed his sung prayer in Psalm 90 saying,
“So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom” (vs. 12). That
divine holy wisdom includes, according to Moses, acknowledging both “Lord, you
have been our dwelling place in all generations” (vs. 1) and “We are brought to an end
by your (i.e., God’s) anger; by your wrath we are dismayed” (vs. 7). To forget or
ignore the adversity of 2020 would be to commit our heart not to wisdom, but to folly.
The Lord God did not suddenly stop being our Lord and Savior. His love did not
diminish in the least. Rather, by faith we know His discipline and chastisement are
marks of His Fatherly love. As Christians, we receive His blessings and His discipline
in faith knowing that He is calling us to examine our lives and to cast down the idols
of our heart. The events of 2020 are occasions for repentance, turning away from sin
and evil, and faith marked by prayer, worship, and steadfast courage and joy that
transcends the afflictions of our time.
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In years past, when our nation faced war, depression, epidemics, natural disasters,
political turmoil, and so forth, our political and religious leaders called for the people
of our country to humble themselves before God and seek His mercy in repentance
and faith. That call to humility and repentance has been largely silent. To my
knowledge, the president has not issued a presidential proclamation calling for days of
humility, prayer, and fasting. The Senate and House of Representatives have not
passed resolutions imploring the citizens of our country to humble themselves before
God and to pray for His deliverance and protection. To be sure, there are various
websites and a few organizations calling upon Christians to repent and pray. But these
don’t represent efforts from the leaders holding the highest offices in our land.
Even more tragically, I have not seen the leaders of denominations – archbishops,
pope, presidents, patriarchs, and so forth calling for their members to humble
themselves before God and intercede for the nation and the world. I too am guilty for
not imploring the membership of our congregations to give greater attention to this
most godly and salutary response to our national afflictions. For this failure, I ask your
forgiveness. I so desperately wanted our worship services to be places of refuge and
encouragement that I neglected other weighty parts of our faith and Christian life.
In order to make amends…I am asking our congregational members deliberately and
purposefully to humble themselves before God, to confess their personal sins as well
as the sins of our nation, and implore God’s mercy and forgiveness. Daniel, that great
OT saints, interceded on behalf of Israel, confessing the sins of his people and
imploring God’s mercy and forgiveness (Dan. 9). And we, as the NT Church have the
apostolic command recorded in I Timothy 2:1–4:
1

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and
thanksgivings be made for all people, 2for kings and all who are in high positions,
that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way. 3This
is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, 4who desires all people to
be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.
In these words, I would have you notice that we are commanded to intercede for all
people especially all who hold high positions of authority so that we Christians can
lead a peace, quiet, godly, and dignified life. Such intercessions are pleasing to God
who desires all men to come to the knowledge of the truth. So I am encouraging all
our members to pick a day in each of the weeks of January especially to confess our
sins and to pray and fast for God’s mercy and deliverance for the people of our nation.
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Do this according to the dictates of your conscience and the particular circumstances
of your life. During the Friday Matins services at 8:15 a.m., we will purposefully pray
the penitential psalms and incorporate additional prayers of penitence and faith along
with other prayers for the wellbeing of Christ’s Church, the economy, the families of
our land, for healing, spiritual renewal, etc.
Dear saints of God, the comments I am making are not directed at individual persons
or even particular congregations. Rather, I am looking over the broad landscape of our
country and the Christian Church in light of these past 10 months. My concerns are
not political or ideological but spiritual. Please understand and hear my words of
admonition not as a pundit but as a pastor, as your pastor.
I am greatly concerned about our particular moment. 2020 was difficult but people,
including Christians, have faced far worse. My dread comes not from the absolute
severity of our trials but how our nation and the Christian Church has responded to
them. Again, I am speaking in broad, general terms. First, our nation. In Revelation
16, the apostle John recorded numerous and devasting judgments God brought against
the people of the world. They are called the “seven bowls of God’s wrath” (16:1).
After the fourth plague, the Bible records these dreadful words, “they (i.e.,
unbelievers) cursed the name of God who had power over these plagues. They did not
repent and give him glory” (Rev. 16:8). After the fifth plague, the people of this earth
“cursed the God of heaven for their pain and sores. They did not repent of their deeds
(Rev. 16:11). The afflictions of 2020 have not caused people to repent of their sins, to
cast down their pride nor have they turned from the perversities. People are not
seeking God’s mercy in repentance and faith. Instead, our national hopes are centered
on vaccines, governmental stimulus packages, political leaders, and so forth. God is
calling all people to turn to Him in trust even as we pray for and support the myriads
of people who seek to bring relief to suffering people. I am afraid that the collective
heart of our country is hardening against God.
But I also have grave apprehension over how the Church as a whole has responded.
Too easily the Church gave up her worship services, her sacraments and prayers, her
psalms and hymns, her festivals and holy feasts. I am speaking here not to individuals
specifically but to the general response of the Church especially her pastors and
leaders. The Church muted her voice. Our spiritual leaders and I include myself in this
indictment, have not been the shining light of courage, faith, repentance, and strength
God ordained us to be. Earlier in the book of Revelation (ch. 2–3), the exalted Lord
Jesus called the 7 church of Asia Minor to repentance and faith. The warnings He
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spoke to them were stern. Repent and strengthen what remains. Rekindle your first
love for Christ and the gospel. Hold fast in the face of persecution. Refuse to accept
false teaching. Our Lord’s admonitions were coupled with severe warnings. Repent
lest Christ remove their lampstand from His midst, lest Christ war against them
Himself, lest their names be blotted out of the book of life, and so forth. This time, at
the beginning of the New Year, is the right time to hear God’s Word in repentance
and faith. The apostle Peter in today’s epistle text has these words of warning we need
to hear and take to heart:
17

For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and if it begins with
us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 18And
“If the righteous is scarcely saved, what will become of the ungodly and the
sinner?” (citing Prov. 11:31) 19Therefore let those who suffer according to God’s
will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator whole doing good.
Today, we entrust our souls to our faithful God and creator while doing the good that
God Himself has set before us. Through the grace of the Lord Jesus, we turn to our
heavenly Father in humility and courage to receive His forgiveness and grace. 2021
begins with the absolute, rock-sold assurance that the good work of salvation will be
brought to it completion in our lives. God began it; He will finish it. Philippians 1:6
declares this to be so. This New Year may bring adversity or prosperity, most likely a
combination of both. But our God is working for our good all the same. He remains
our heavenly Father who gives us life, breath, and all we have. More importantly, He
gives us faith, forgiveness, and new eternal life through His Son by the grace of the
Holy Spirit. To all the adversities of the past, present, and future, we say boldly: God
the Holy Trinity is faithful and stands with us and for us. Christ Jesus rose from the
dead to make us His own dear people. And He’s coming again in glory to bring us to
our eternal inheritance. We need not be afraid, dear saints. Praise God from whom all
blessings flow. The Lord has been our dwelling place for all generations. Christ Jesus
is with us even unto the end of the age.
A blessed 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.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s Lutheran Church – Kimball, NE
The Epiphany of Our Lord
January 6, 2021
Text: Matthew 2:1–12; Ephesians 3:1–12
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 blessed Epiphany to you all.
St. Augustine, a 5th century North African bishop and theologian and rightly called the
father of the western Church, is often cited as saying, “The Old Testament is the New
Testament concealed, the New Testament is the Old Testament revealed.” It’s a
clever, memorable way of saying that the Old and New Testaments of the Bible have
the same subject: Jesus of Nazareth, Son of God and Savior of the world. In the Old
Testament, a universal Savior of all nations was promised but His identity was
concealed. Whereas in the New Testament, the promised Savior is now revealed to be
the Lord Jesus Christ.
This festival, the Epiphany of Our Lord, is the annual celebration of this most
important truth upon which all mankind’s eternal destiny rests. The Child born in
Bethlehem to Jewish parents and worship by Jewish shepherds is also the universal
Savior of all nations, Jews and non-Jews alike. The Lord God called Abram out of the
pagan idolatry of Ur of the Chaldeans so that through Abram’s seed, all the nations of
the earth would be blessed. Such was the promise given to Abram in Genesis (Gen. 12
& 18). Through Abraham’s family, a Savior would be born who would be a blessing
not only to Abraham’s lineage but to all people of the earth. A Savior was indeed
promised but His identity remained concealed. “The Old Testament is the New
Testament concealed.”
But in the fulness of time, God the Father sent His archangel, Gabriel, to a lowly
Jewish maiden in Nazareth of Galilee. Through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, Mary
will conceive in her virgin womb the Savior, the incarnate Son of God. Nine months
later, Mary’s Son was born in Bethlehem of Judea as the prophets foretold. The angel
proclaimed to frightened shepherds who watched their flocks by night, “Behold I
bring you good news of 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” (Lk. 2:10–11). His
name shall be called Jesus, which means, the Lord saves.
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Christ Jesus was the Savior of all nations on the day of His birth. But there were no
nations present for His birth, no Romans or Greeks or Egyptians or Asiatics, only
people from the chosen nation of Israel. All of that changed when the Wise Men from
the East arrived in Bethlehem many months later.
There is a good deal of mystery surrounding the journey of the Wise Men. Who were
they? Where did they come from? Why did they follow a star to Israel? Matthew’s
gospel reveals that these men came from the East, probably the region of the ancient
Babylonian kingdom; they were Magi, translated as Wise Men in our English text;
and they followed a star believing it indicated a king of the Jews had been born. It’s
quite likely that the knowledge of a coming King of the Jews who would be the Savior
of all people came through the prophet Daniel who was one of the faithful believers of
Judah carried into Babylonian Captivity. The Bible records that after Daniel
interpreted King Nebuchadnezzar’s mysterious dream, the “king gave Daniel high
honors and many great gifts, and made him ruler over the whole province of Babylon
and chief prefect over all the wise men of Babylon” (Dan. 2:48). Daniel was the chief
wise man who taught all the wise men of Babylon the wisdom of God found in the
Old Testament. That wisdom included Daniel’s interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s
dream which included this prophecy:
44

And in the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall
never be destroyed, nor shall the kingdom be left to another people. It shall break
in pieces all these kingdoms and bring them to an end, and it shall stand forever,
45
just as you saw that a stone was cut from a mountain by no human hand, and that
it broke in pieces the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver, and the gold…The
dream is certain, and its interpretation sure” (Dan. 2:44–45).
That eternal kingdom will arise in Israel. The interpretation is sure, Daniel taught the
wise men of Babylon. And it is reasonable to conclude that Daniel also taught the
Babylonians the oracle recorded in Numbers 24:17, “ … a star shall come out of
Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel...” And Daniel certainly would have known
Isaiah’s prophecy that a Virgin would conceive and give birth to a Son, Immanuel (Is.
7:14). These prophesies were not fulfilled in Daniel’s lifetime. But approximately 600
years later, the wisdom of Daniel endured in the training of the Wise Men from the
East who saw the miraculous star shining in the West. That is the signal. The star of
Jacob. The King of kings and Lord of lords has been born of a Virgin from the family
of Abraham and David. Wonderful and marvelous things will take place in the land of
Israel. But much remained concealed…until Jesus was born.
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Then, praise be to God!, that which was concealed in the Old Testament was revealed.
What we call the New Testament is simply the proclamation that everything the
patriarchs, the prophets, and Gentile Wise Men believed is now fulfilled in the birth
and ministry of Jesus. Such a marvelous conclusion is not simply the pious reflections
of saints and theologians, but the witness and testimony the Lord Jesus Himself. The
gospel of Luke records this encounter between Jesus and the two disciples on the
Emmaus road after His resurrection from the dead (Luke 24:25–27):
And (Jesus) said to them, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that
the prophets have spoken! 26Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer
these things and enter into his glory?” 27And beginning with Moses and all the
Prophets, (Jesus) interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning
himself.
25

The New Testament proclamation of Jesus the universal Savior of all mankind is the
revelation of what was concealed in the Old Testament. Dear saints of God, we need
not travel hundreds of miles on camels bearing gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh
to worship the fullness of God’s revelation to the world. Rather, Jesus comes to us, the
people of all the nations of the earth in the 21st century, by the grace of the Holy Spirit
through His Word and Sacraments. God the Father sent His Son into this world to
live, died, and rise again to save His people from the darkness of their sins, the
tyranny of the devil, and the unbelief of their own sinful natures. Now that Jesus has
forever spoken on our behalf and made atonement for our sins, He sits at the Father’s
right hand in glory. From there, He comes among us by the grace of the Holy Spirit.
St. Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, wrote to predominantly non-Jewish Christians in
the Roman city of Ephesus (3:6), “This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs
(meaning, fellow heirs with believing Jews), members of the same body, and
partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” Those last words are key,
“through the gospel.” The preaching of Christ as the crucified and resurrected Savior
of the world is the Gospel, the power of God unto salvation to all who believe, both to
the Jew and to the non-Jew. Through Christ’s Gospel proclaimed in Christ’s Church,
the Holy Spirit creates one, united people from all nations, tribes, peoples, and
languages (Rev. 7:9–12). Paul proclaimed in today’s epistle text, “…through the
church the manifold wisdom of God might be made known to the rulers and
authorities in the heavenly places” (Eph. 3:11). All believers in Christ form one,
redeemed people: the holy Christian Church consisting of believers from all ages,
places, times, and cultures.
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The mystery that was concealed in the Old Testament is now revealed. All men,
women, and children, have a Savior who comes to them in grace and love. This is our
privilege and our honor as the people of God in the New Testament. Each of us, in our
unique callings and stations in life, are witnesses to Christ Jesus. We are Christians
who confess saving faith in Jesus. May the light of Christ Jesus shine brightly in our
midst through the precious Gospel so that the peoples of our communities, nation, and
world may, like the Wise Men of old, fall before Jesus in joyful worship and faith.
A blessed Epiphany 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
The Baptism of Our Lord
January 10, 2021
Text: Matthew 3:13–17
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Last Sunday, I admonished our congregations that the turmoil of these past several
months is a signal for us to repent of our personal and national sins. In that
admonition, I encouraged you all to pick a day in the week for deep, personal
reflection on God’s Word with an attitude of repentance, that is, confessing and
turning away from sin. And then, seek God’s mercy trusting that God the Father will
keep His promise to forgive everyone who looks to His Son Jesus in humility and
trust. As far as you are able, incorporate a time of fasting into your days of
repentance. Christians have always responded with repentance and faith during times
of crisis and adversity. In the gospels, Christ our Lord commands us to do these
things.
People asked Jesus about the atrocity Pontius Pilate committed when he mixed the
blood of Galilean Jews with their sacrifices. Our Lord’s answer is startling. Luke
13:2–3, “And Jesus answered them, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse
sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this way? No, I tell you;
but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” Our spiritual response to all forms
of evil is repentance, that is, turning away the evil of human pride, rebellion, and
hatred that causes such horrible events. But our Lord continued without interruption
by introducing a different kind of tragedy. Vs. 4–5, “Or those eighteen on whom the
tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you think that they were worse offenders than
all the others who lived in Jerusalem? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will
all likewise perish.” Those 18 people were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Again, our response is repentance and faith. That’s our default reaction for that, in
truth, is the daily Christian life. Daily repentance and renewal in faith. Confessing sins
and receiving God’s forgiveness in Christ.
Well, I encouraged us to take this very specific course of action last Sunday. And then
the extraordinary events of January 6th took place in Washington DC. The actions of
mobs seldom produce anything good. The Lord Jesus preached in the Sermon on the
Mount that His people are to be the salt of the earth and light of the world (Matt.
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5:13–16). This mean, dear saints of God, that we are to be the soul and conscience of
the world. The unbelieving world is to see our good works of faith and love and give
God glory as a result. In light of all the turmoil we’ve seen, let us commit ourselves
all the more to love for our families, our neighbors, and our church. And love for our
opponents and enemies. Let us remain engage in the civic realm supporting the
various good and worthy institutions as we are able. That commitments of love must
always include prayer for home, church, and community. Finally, it includes living
according to the truth with courage and joy. We cannot and will not conform our lives
to folly and lies. We Christians are people committed to living according to the truth
at every level of human experience.
And that truth begins and continues with what we celebrate here today in the gospel
text from Matthew 3 in which our Lord is baptized in the Jordan River by John the
Baptist. The connection between a life of repentance and faith and the baptism of the
Lord Jesus is more intimately connected than you might initially think.
We must begin by understanding what the baptism of John was all about. The verses
just before today’s text describe what John the Baptist was doing: (Matt. 3:1–11):
1

In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea,
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” … 5Then Jerusalem and all Judea
and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, 6and they were baptized
by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. 7But when he saw many of the
Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “You brood of
vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bear fruit in keeping
with repentance…11“I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming
after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize
you with the Holy Spirit and fire.
2

John’s ministry was a clear and straightforward preaching of repentance. “Repent, for
the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” The day of salvation is coming. John was called by
God to prepare the way for the coming of the Messiah. The way of preparation is
repentance, recognizing sin, confessing it and then being baptized for the forgiveness
of sins. Matthew’s gospel doesn’t say that John’s baptism gave the forgiveness of sins
but Luke’s gospel explicitly calls John’s baptism “a baptism of repentance for the
forgiveness of sins” (Luke 3:3). John’s ministry called all man, women, and children
to be ready and prepared for God’s kingdom by recognizing their sins, turning away
from them in repentance, and being baptized for the forgiveness of their sins.
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Repentance and faith unto forgiveness always go together, hand in glove. That’s what
life in God’s kingdom is all about, repentance and saving faith in Jesus. Forsaking sins
and being forgiven of all sins. That is the glorious liberty only we Christians have!
The awful weight of sin – our sins, the ones we’ve committed, and those that have
been committed against us – has been lifted from our soul and conscience. Through
faith in Christ Jesus, our Lord and Savior, the awful burden of sin is removed. Such is
our liberty and freedom in Christ Jesus! And this glorious message of true freedom is
what we Christians continue to share with the world, with everyone we meet: our
family, friends, neighbors, co-workers, and strangers we meet as we go about our
daily life.
But did you notice that when John was speaking directly to the people coming out to
his baptism that he admonished them to “bear fruit in keeping with repentance” (vs.
8)? In other words, repentance is never a one-and-done type of thing. Repentance and
faith are on-going. And they bear fruit in how we live. So there is one connection to
the admonition I have been giving the past couple of weeks regarding how we
Christians are to respond to the various adversities of our time. Repentance and faith
are how our Christian life began. It continues to bear fruit at ever stage of our life until
the Lord calls us to our eternal rest. Turning away from sin, receiving forgiveness, and
living godly lives of faith is our bread and butter. It’s simply who we are as
Christians.
And yet, there is one more connection that needs to be made. We have yet to even
speak about Jesus being baptized. John the Baptist recognized the strangeness of the
situation and at first, didn’t want to baptize Jesus. Vs. 14, “John would have prevented
him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’” John’s baptism
was for sinners needing to repent and be forgiven. Jesus has no sin, neither original
nor actual. There are no sins which He must confess. John recognized this about
Jesus. My baptism is for sinners and you, Jesus, are no sinner. You are the one who
baptizes with the Holy Spirit and with fire (Matt. 3:11). You need to baptize me!
But Jesus commands John to baptize Him, “Let is be so now, for thus it is fitting for
us to fulfill all righteousness” (vs. 15). Jesus submits to John’s baptism of repentance
in fulfilment of God the Father’s righteous will to save this world filled with sinners.
In other words, Jesus identifies with us human beings. Though He has no sin, He
receives a sinners baptism in order that He, Jesus, can be the Savior of sinners. From
this point forward, Jesus begins His ministry as the Holy Spirit-anointed, wellpleasing Son of God the Father Almighty who saves the world by bearing their sins.
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Or as John’s gospel beautifully and powerfully says about Jesus when He went to be
baptized, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John
1:29). Our life of repentance and faith in Jesus is grounded in the glorious truth that
Jesus was baptized in the Jordan to save us. Our repentance and faith always take us
back to the place where our sins and the sins of the world were paid for: Mount
Calvary where Jesus shed His blood and died to atone for the sins of every man,
woman, and child. Our Christian baptism in God’s trinitarian name is an on-going
participation in the death and resurrection of Jesus. All righteousness was fulfilled in
Jesus. He’s the Savior. And He baptizes us with the Holy Spirit and fire. Thus, we
Christians are living temples of the Holy Spirit.
So, when we see the evils of our world, we Christians follow the life and pattern of
Jesus. He did not shrug them off and refuse to be touched by them. Quite the opposite.
He took them upon Himself and made atonement for them. We Christians bear the
sins of the world, not as an act of atonement, Jesus alone did that, through repentance
and faith. At the very beginning of this sermon, I said that we Christians are called to
be the soul and conscience of the world. We speak and live the truth. Because Christ
Jesus is the truth come to this earth to be the world’s Savior. Living a life of
repentance and faith means being intercessors for the world. Such prayers of
intercession are pleasing to our Father who desires all men to be saved and to come to
the knowledge of the truth as I Timothy 2:1–4 teaches.
In calling us to repentance and faith, I am simply admonishing us to be Christians. To
live in the glorious liberty of Christ’s gospel, the forgiveness of sins and the renewal
of life. May God the Father grant us growth in His kingdom through the merits and
mediation of Christ Jesus 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
Second Sunday after the Epiphany
January 17, 2021
Text: John 2:1–11
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Of the four Biblical gospels, John provides the deepest, maybe even the most
mysterious, description of the life and works of Jesus. Sometimes you have to dig a
bit deeper in order to see what John is really trying to say about Jesus. Today’s
reading from John 2:1–11 is a prime example. On the surface, Jesus attending a
wedding in Cana of Galilee and turning water into wine doesn’t seem to be all that
remarkable. Don’t get me wrong. Turning water into wine is a miracle. It proves that
Jesus is the divine Son of God. Later in His ministry, Jesus will miraculously feed
5,000 men not counting women and children, with 5 loaves and 2 fish. In both cases,
however, the reason for the miracle wasn’t to feed people a quick, free meal or even to
save a newlywed couple from the stigma of running out of wine during their wedding
feast. The last verse of today’s gospel text provides this fitting conclusion, “This, the
first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his
disciples believed in him” (vs. 11). There’s the key! This miracle revealed Jesus’
glory in such a way that the disciples believed in Jesus as their Messiah, their Savior.
Let’s take a closer look at this beautiful text. We begin by realizing that the apostle
John doesn’t really call this a miracle. He says that this is the “first of (Jesus’) signs.”
In John’s gospel, signs are real-life events that teach you something about Jesus that
you wouldn’t know otherwise. These signs reveal who Jesus is.
This first sign reveals to us and the world that Jesus is the Son of God who comes to
save His people from sin, death, and spiritual oppression. But you wouldn’t know that
about Jesus without the signs. Our Lord looked rather ordinary and common, like any
other first century Jewish man. He performs signs to show us that the Word who was
with God in the beginning (John 1:1) has now become flesh and dwells among us. In
the Word made flesh we see His divine glory, the glory as of the only Son of God, full
of grace and truth (John 1:14). By turning water into wine, the disciples saw the grace
and truth of God’s Son come in human flesh to be the world’s Savior. (Catechism
students: Jesus is true God and true man in one person!) And they believed in Him.
John shared this first of Jesus’ signs so that we too might believe in Him as well.
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John begins unraveling this “first sign” by saying that “on the third day there was a
wedding at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there” (vs. 1). The reference
to the third day can mean at least three things: the third day of the week – Tuesday, or
maybe the third day since Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist described in John 1:2934, or possibly the third day of the wedding celebration. You see, weddings in those
days lasted up to a whole week and everyone in the town was invited.
On the surface, the “third day” is merely a time reference of various events. But John
regularly and frequently writes with layered messages. When we Christians hear the
phrase “on the third day” what immediately comes to mind – especially when we’re
worshipping in Church or reading the Bible? You got it: the resurrection of our Lord
Jesus Christ from the dead. This first of Jesus’ signs happened in real time and space,
either referring to the third day after His baptism, or the third day of the week, or the
third day of the wedding. But John is also teaching us that this first sign is connected
to Jesus’ greatest sign: Jesus’ death by crucifixion and resurrection from the dead on
the third day.
Lest we think this is a bit of fanciful, imaginative Christian piety, we need to heed our
Lord’s words in the text of Scripture. In vs. 4, Jesus mentions “my hour.” That too is
more than a time reference. But let’s look at the context in order to understand what
Jesus is talking about when He says “My hour.”
Mary, the mother of our Lord, the Lord Jesus Himself, and His disciples were all
attending a wedding in Cana of Galilee. New Testament era Jewish wedding were big,
community events that lasted up to a whole week. Generally, the groom was expected
to shoulder the expense of the entire wedding with its feasting and celebrations. To
run out of food or wine was a social disaster of immense proportions. These were
small, tight-knit communities. A public embarrassment might well be life-long: “You
weren’t prepared for your wedding, the most important day of your life. You ran out
of wine!”
Mary sees what’s about to happen and goes to Jesus. “They have no wine,” says Mary
in vs. 3. Jesus’ response is somewhat distant and detached, “Woman, what does this
have to do with Me?” (vs. 4). I’m not here to fix every little problem that comes
along. It’s right here in the midst of this real but rather ordinary adversity of human
life that Jesus provides the link to His death and resurrection. He says, “Woman, what
does this have to do with Me? My hour has not yet come” (vs. 4).
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The “hour” that Jesus is referring to is His death and resurrection. My moment, THE
moment, hasn’t yet arrived. In John 13, the apostle wrote, “Now before the Feast of
the Passover, when Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this world to
the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.”
Jesus’ crucifixion was just a few days away in this text. The hour was upon Him. And
then later in John 17:1, Jesus prayed these marvelous words on the night of His
betrayal, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you.”
Not long after praying those words, Jesus was arrested. John chapters 18 – 20 record
the events of Jesus’ betrayal, arrest, crucifixion, burial, and resurrection from the dead
on the third day. The wedding at Cana is not the hour for Jesus’ glorification. But
everything Jesus does now points to Good Friday and Easter.
Mary knows that Jesus will do something about this small problem of running out of
wine. She believes in her Son as the world’s Savior. So she turns to the servants and
says to them, “do whatever he tells you” (vs. 5). Those are outstanding words of faith
and truth. No matter how strange the instruction, do what Jesus says. Mary’s words
remain true for us into the 21st century. St. John’s/Immanuel are here to do what Jesus
says, to believe what Jesus says we are to believe, to hope in what Jesus says we are to
hope in: forgiveness, life, salvation, joy unto salvation, and peace beyond
understanding now and into eternity. The hour of Jesus’ glorification, His death and
resurrection from the dead on the third day are to be proclaimed until He comes again
in glory. We do these things because Jesus commanded us to do so. Whatever He says
and does forms the content of what we believe. And how we live and die in the hope
of eternal life.
Well, we need to get to the actual sign of turning water into wine. According to vs. 6,
six stones jars used for “Jewish purification rites” were shown to Jesus. The water was
either used by the guests to wash their hands or possibly for the bride’s ceremonial
bath leading up to her wedding night. Either way, John is once again showing us
something written on different layers. The Old Testament law required various
washings but they never did the job perfectly. You always got dirty again, needing to
be ceremonially washed another time.
The Old Testament, with its imperfect system of elaborate washings, ceremonies,
fastings, worship festivals, is now filled-up completely with the new wine of Jesus.
His New Testament wine is better and greater than the Old Testament wine. Jesus’
gospel ministry of death and resurrection fulfills the OT types and shadows.
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We learn this from the master of the feast. After tasting Jesus’ wine, he says,
“Everyone serves the good wine first, and when people have drunk freely, then the
poor wine. But you have kept the good wine until now” (vs. 10). Jesus gives the good
wine. It’s better than the wine given by Moses, the kings and priest, and even the
prophets. The OT was good. But the best has come. The hour of salvation and
glorification has come in the person of Jesus, the divine Son of the Father in human
flesh. And don’t overlook the abundance of new wine! 120-180 gallons. There’s more
than enough of Jesus and His salvation to go around. Drink deeply without regret.
Calvary’s wine is God’s best. One of the disciples of the Christian faith is to train and
develop our tastes. What I mean is that by the grace of the Spirit we are seek the good
things of God. King David sang in Psalm 34:8, “O taste and see that the Lord is good”
(Ps. 34:8). The apostle Peter uses the imagery of eating to admonish those early
Christians to remain faithful. “Like newborn infants, long for the pure spiritual milk,
that by it you may grow up into salvation— if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is
good” (I Peter 2:2–3). The pleasures and sins of this world provide poisonous junk
food compared to the rich food of faith and salvation found in Christ and His Word.
So we gather week after week to feast on Christ’s body and blood, to fill our ears with
His Word, to sing His praises, and to rejoice with one another in the common
salvation given to God’s people in Christ Jesus.
If you are tired of life-less, dull, and tiresome attempts at spirituality or the many
forms of self-help the world continues to offer, then come and drink the best that God
has to offer: the wine that flows from the pierced side and wounded hands and feet of
Jesus. God’s best is found in Jesus and in what He has to offer through sacramental
signs of forgiveness, life and salvation that flow from His holy Word, Baptism,
liberating absolution and joyful meal of Christ’s body and blood. These are God’s
very best. Joy and abounding peace are found in these signs.
Jesus manifested His glory so that you too can believe in Him. Seeing the signs of
Jesus’ glory, may you too “believe in Him” (vs. 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
The Transfiguration of Our Lord
January 24, 2021
Text: Matthew 17:1–9
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Transfiguration of Our Lord is a transcendent, powerful moment in the life of
Jesus. As well as for Peter, James, and John, three of His apostles. On the Mount of
Transfiguration, the Lord’s divine glory is revealed in beautiful splendor. God the
Father speaks from heaven. The majesty of Jesus shines through His sinless face with
the brightness of the sun. It’s the kind of event that signals great things will be
accomplished by a great Man and His followers. Great things will be done. But not in
the way we expect. The danger is that we hear the Father’s commendation, “This is
my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” without regard for why the Father is
pleased with Jesus. We must understand our Lord’s transfiguration in the light of the
previous events recorded in Matthew 16. Heaven and earth are at stake in rightly
knowing this truth of who Jesus is and why He is pleasing to the Father.
The immediate context just before today’s text is Peter’s great confession of who
Jesus is. “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16). The Church of Jesus,
our saving faith, the forgiveness of sins, the grace of the sacraments, the resurrection
of our body and the hope of eternal life, everything we hold most sacred, are based
upon the truth this confession reveals. Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.
These words tell us who Jesus is and what He came to do. From eternity, the Son is
begotten of the Father. The Lord Jesus Christ is God’s eternal Son now in human flesh
and blood. He is both God and man in one person. That is the sum and substance of
Peter’s confession of who Jesus is.
This incarnate Son of the Father is also the Christ, the One anointed with Holy Spirit
to be the Savior of the world. In those few but powerful words, the Church’s
confession of who Jesus is – the incarnate Son of the Father, and what He did – save
the world, is firmly established.
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Jesus is the eternal Son of God the Father in human flesh and blood. This is the divine
testimony to who Jesus is. Christ Jesus is true God, begotten of the Father from
eternity and also true man, born of the Virgin Mary. The two natures of Jesus are
discernable in His transfiguration. For the brightness of divine majesty, His divine
nature, shines through the human body of Jesus, His human nature. Matthew says
Jesus “was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun, and his clothes
became white as light” (vs. 2). God is now revealed in the man Jesus. God of God,
light of light, very God of very God, begotten not made but born of the Virgin Mary
through the conception of the Holy Spirit. The infinite, eternal, transcendent God is
now revealed in the man Jesus.
And yet, God’s Son was sent by the Father and anointed with the Holy Spirit to be the
world’s Savior. That’s what it means for Jesus to be the Christ, anointed, chosen for
this purpose of redeeming the world. And yet, Christ’s work of saving the world must
happen in a particular way. Jesus Himself declared that He must go to Jerusalem,
suffer many things from the priests and scribes, be killed and rise from the dead on the
third day. This is the redemptive work of the Christ, the Son of the living God. And
those who would follow Him, must deny themselves in repentance, take up their
cross, and follow Jesus in faith. That is the life of Christian faith and devotion. Any
attempt on our part to save our lives will result in losing it for eternity. But losing our
lives in Christ, the crucified and resurrected Savior, means finding it (Mt. 16:21–25).
Yes. Jesus is the beloved Son of the Father come in human flesh. That is most
certainly true. And yet, we must not be content with only confessing who Jesus is. We
must also know and believe with heart, soul, mind and life, that Jesus is our Savior
who suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, was buried, and rose again
from the dead on the third day in order to claim us as His own dear children. We
mustn’t forget the testimony of the Father we hear just two weeks ago when we
considered Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River. When Jesus received a sinners’
baptism, He was anointed by the Holy Spirit to be the Savior of Sinners. There,
standing in the waters of the Jordan, God the Father spoke from heaven declaring,
“This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased” (Matt. 3:17). That baptism in
Jordan’s River set our Lord on His path to Jerusalem which included the Mount of
Transfiguration. The reason why the Father is pleased with His Son is that He
willingly and lovingly fulfils the Father’s will and purpose in saving the world
through suffering, death, and resurrection. Through Jesus’ willing obedience to the
Father, we are made sons and daughters of God. Born again in Christ through baptism
and faith, we are heirs of the Father’s eternal kingdom. Is it any wonder then why the
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Father is pleased with His beloved Son? He is the perfect, obedient Son who
accomplishes the impossible for us and our salvation. Thanks be to Jesus.
The Lord Jesus told Peter that his godly confession was given to him by His heavenly
Father. Peter did not discover this truth through His own wisdom and contemplation.
This too is a great marvel. In grace and mercy, God the Father reveals to us His Son as
the Christ through the precious gospel which is the power of God unto salvation for
all who believe. Christ Jesus, the anointed Son of the Father, is the world’s Savior and
rightful Lord. All who trust in Him and His work of saving the world, will be forgiven
of their sins and saved from eternal judgment. Saving knowledge of Jesus and faith in
Him are gifts of the Father through the Spirit. Peter’s confession, “You are the Christ,
the Son of the living God, recorded in Matthew 16 is confirmed by God the Father
Himself on the Mount of Transfiguration, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am
well pleased.” The Father is pleased because Jesus is His Son fulfilling His
redemptive will to save the world, you and me, and these young saints who will be
confirmed in a few short moments.
(Reword this to fit Immanuel): Before this altar today, our catechism students will
confess their faith and devotion to the one true God. And by the grace of the Father,
they have been led to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the beloved Son of the Father
and anointed by the Holy Spirit to be their Savior from sin, death, the devil, and every
evil. We, the Church of Jesus, share a common confession; we all enjoy the same
baptismal faith. Our task is to encourage and remind them of the faith into which they
have been baptized into the life of God the Holy Trinity; to remind them of the faith
they confess this day, to encourage them to remain faithful and true, even unto death,
rather than deny the Lord of grace and mercy. We are to remind them that Christ Jesus
is the one who bore their sins. He endured the agony of hell on the cross – in love for
us poor sinners – that we might be set free from the torments of a guilty, wounded
conscience in this world and the sufferings of eternal judgment in the next.
(St. John’s only): Pray for our confirmands and one another. Not just today. But
regularly and frequently. Teach them what it means to be Christian men and women.
Exemplify for them the life of being godly husbands and wives, fathers and mothers,
workers and citizens. You godly men, take Trey and Wyatt under your care and
attention to show them the truth of what it means to be men of faith. You godly
women, embrace Lydia, Sirena, and Abigail so that they know the beautiful of
Christian femininity and godliness. You older parents and grandparents, encourage
their parents that their labors are not in vain.
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We do noble work of encouragement because Christ Jesus took upon Himself our
human nature. He redeemed our lives, body, soul, mind, and will. Jesus is the Christ
over the entirety of our life as He leads us into His glorious eternity.
God the Father spoke His words of commendation about His Son to Peter, James, and
John. Those 3 disciples not only saw the transfigured Jesus but also the glorified
Moses and Elijah. Peter wanted to make three tents, three shrines, if you will. One for
Jesus, Moses, and Elijah. It’s not entirely clear what Peter was thinking but the effect
was to place Jesus on an equal footing with Moses and Elijah.
God the Father wouldn’t stand for it. “Listen to Jesus” was the Father’s command.
Jesus is greater than the prophetic message pronounced through Elijah and the
prophets. Our Lord is far superior to the Law and the Prophets for He, and He alone
fulfills them. So listen to Jesus. All others must bow to the authority of the Lord Jesus,
that includes the exalted Moses, Elijah, and anyone else you might think to mention.
Many years later, the apostle Peter reflected upon this experience in his second
epistle. He remembers the Majestic Glory who said, “This is my beloved Son, with
whom I am well pleased” (II Pet. 1:17). And yet, Peter concludes that “we have
something more sure.” More sure than even the experience of Jesus’ transfiguration!
We have the prophetic word, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp
shining in a dark place” (II Pet. 1:19). God’s inscripturated Word is more sure than
any sublime experience of mystic visions or any overwhelming sense awe or myriads
and myriads of miracles. What is taking place here today in the reading and preaching
of God’s Word, in the reception of Christ’s body and blood, in the singing of psalms,
hymns, and spiritual songs, in prayers of faith and holy fellowship is more sure than
any kind of Transfiguration experience!! The Father Himself says listen to Jesus.
Jesus is the well-pleasing, crucified and resurrected Son of the Father. We listen to
Jesus because we know who He is and what He did for us. He tells us that we are
embraced in His nail scarred hands. And nothing can take us out of them. Rejoice in
the Lord, dear saints.
 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
January 31, 2021
Text: Matthew 20:1–16
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The sermon hymn for today, “Salvation unto Us Has Come” is one of the great hymns
in our Church. It was written by Paul Speratus in 1523 while he was imprisoned for
preaching the free gospel of salvation by grace through faith in Christ without the
works of the law. It was reported that Martin Luther wept with joy and thankfulness
when he first heard this hymn sung. Speratus was eventually released from prison and
continued to preach the gospel of salvation in Christ which he so beautifully
summarized in this great hymn. Consider the first stanza:
Salvation unto us has come By God’s free grace and favor;
Good works cannot avert our doom, They help and save us never.
Faith looks to Jesus Christ alone, Who did for all the world atone;
He is our one Redeemer. (LSB 555.1)
The salvation of sinners comes by God’s free grace and favor. We know this Biblical
truth. It forms the cornerstone of everything we believe as Christians. But have we
lost the wonder and surprise of this Gospel message? Salvation comes to us sinners by
God’s free grace and favor found in Christ Jesus alone. Grace is the key word: Divine,
undeserved favor. Today’s text from Matthew 20 teaches us about this marvelous,
divine grace. By the mercy of the Spirit, may we truly see anew how glorious God’s
grace is for us sinners.
The Lord Jesus gives a parable that is quite straightforward. It teaches us about the
kingdom of heaven. A master, who represents God the Father, is needing workers to
bring in the harvest of his vineyard. He finds workers at the beginning of the day,
roughly 6 am, and makes an agreement with them. They will be paid a standard wage
of one denarius for 12 hours of work. Throughout the day, the master finds more
workers. Some begin at 9 am, some at noon, others at 3 pm, Finally, he even hires
workers at 5 pm and sends them to work for the last hour of the day. At 6 pm, all the
workers are lined up in order beginning with those hired last until those hired first so
that they can be paid their wages. And this is the shocking thing. All workers,
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regardless of how many hours they worked are paid the same wage. One denarius.
That’s the grace of God which caused Paul Speratus to write his marvelous hymn.
Salvation unto us has come by God’s free grace and favor.
You can well imagine those who have worked 12 hours are angry at the master for
paying them the same as the ones who worked by 1 hour. In vs. 12, we hear their
response. “These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who
have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat” (vs. 12).
And that’s point. Jesus tells this parable so that we can know that the kingdom of
heaven works with principles that are quite different from the practices and standards
of the world. What seems right and just for worldly affairs is out of step with the way
God operates His kingdom. In the God’s kingdom, the Father does things by grace.
All Christians believe in the same Christ, the same Gospel and all share in a common
salvation. In the world, there must be inequality because each person is different; each
possessing particular talents, abilities as well as unique weaknesses and frailties.
For example, the farmer works very different hours and has very different demands
than the dentist working in an office. The fireman can’t schedule his work nor can he
stop fighting a fire because it’s five o’clock and time to go home. He must be ready at
all times and stay until the job is completed. The store owner, on the other hand, can
schedule appointment and set definite hours of business. Sometimes it may even seem
to be unfair.
But in Christ, the farmer, the teacher, the president, the apostle, the prophets, all stand
together as equals under God’s grace. Each receive the same water baptism for the
forgiveness of sins. In Christ, the slave is equal to his master; the last is made equal to
the first (vs. 16). The amount of time and work done in and for the kingdom doesn’t
factor into rewards and status. The life-long Christian possesses the same promise of
salvation and eternal life as the gross sinner who repents and believes only seconds
before death. The reward of heaven is based upon the goodness and love of Christ
alone and not upon the accomplishments of the individual. The kingdom of God is a
kingdom of grace, undeserved divine favor established in the ministry of the Lord
Jesus Christ.
It’s this grace that creates the grumbling in the first group of workers, according to vs.
11. It’s just not right to work 12 hours and be paid the same as the one who only
worked 1 hour. Our sensibilities are violated by the conclusion of the parable. Even
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after the first group voices its complaint, the landowner only gives what he promised
at the beginning. Grace will prevail from beginning to end.
We must keep in mind that it’s the master of the house who goes out to find workers,
that includes even the first group. God seeks the lost and brings them into His
kingdom. Not the other way around. We sinners don’t find God and prove ourselves
worthy to enter into the vineyard. All of the workers must simply trust in the goodness
of the master. The application for us in the Church is crystal clear. Everyone who
enters the kingdom of God through faith in Christ, whether early or late, receives the
same grace. Some come early. They are baptized as infants and remain in the church
their entire lives. Others come in the middle of their lives. Some late, maybe just days
or weeks before they die. But they all receive the same grace in Christ. All their sins
are forgiven in Christ Jesus.
At the end of the parable, Jesus asks two questions, “Am I not allowed to do what I
choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?” (vs. 15). The
questions have an implied answer. But Jesus leaves it unsaid so that we can wrestle
with their implications. How you answer depends upon whether or not you understand
Christ’s teaching on grace. For grace is defined in parable (vs. 4) as whatever is right
in the eyes of the master who represents God. Or, it’s quite possible that we think God
the Father should operate according to principles of justice and merit. Those who have
done more should be rewarded more.
The Biblical Gospel teaches us that “whatever is right” in the eyes of the Father is
based upon the love and mercy of His Son who died for the sins of the whole world.
Ultimately, that’s where God’s grace is defined. In His Son suffering and dying on the
cross to atone for our sins and the sins of all people. He alone is the one who died and
rose again in order that sinners might be declared to be righteous in God the Father’s
eyes.
It’s this teaching, that sinner stand righteous and forgiven before God on account of
Christ alone, that the Church either stands or falls. Loss this teaching and the Church
ceases to be the Church. With this glorious truth, the Church triumphs and stands
forever. The Christian Gospel doesn’t really ask or answer the question of what is fair.
Rather, it simply says what Jesus did for us and for our salvation is “what is right.”
All sinners who trust in Jesus share equally in His grace. And therein we rest. Christ
Jesus has spoken on our behalf. For you, for me, for those next us. For the unbelievers
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who don’t yet know Jesus. For the enemies of the Church. For everyone. Jesus died
for all their sins by grace.
We Christians live under God the Father’s pronouncement, “whatever is right I will
give you.” Therein we are content. And joy of joys! We learn in the Scriptures that
“whatever is right in the Father’s eyes” includes all of heaven and earth. That is no
exaggeration. I Corinthians 3:21-23 says:
21

So let no one boast in men. For all things are yours, 22whether Paul or Apollos
or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all are
yours, 23and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.
By God’s grace established in Christ, all things are ours. Not because we earned them.
No. They are given to us by God’s free grace and favor through Christ Jesus our Lord.
That is what is right in the Father’s eyes. Christ Jesus is the Lord of grace. Faith looks
to Christ alone who did for all the world atone. He is our one Redeemer. May we
always rejoice in His wonderful, amazing grace.
 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 7, 2021
Text: Luke 8:4–15
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The parable of the sower explains a great deal about why we do the things we do in
the Church. It’s quite reasonable to say that Luke’s gospel, from which the parable is
taken, is best understood in light of this parable. It’s a singularly important teaching
about the nature of the Church, how Jesus builds and extends His kingdom here on
earth, and of our ultimate source of comfort and strength. Let’s look at the details of
this great parable.
The first thing we need to notice is that the parable is about Jesus. He’s the sower.
And it’s His word that He sows into our hearts and minds. To be sure, Jesus preached
His Word not only during the 3.5 years of His earthly ministry. But this parable also
teaches us that Jesus remains the preacher of the Church through the ministry He
established. Pastors are called by Christ through the Church to preach and teach, but
it’s really Jesus who plants the seed of His Word into peoples’ hearts. In Luke 10:16,
Jesus said, “The one who hears you hears me, and the one who rejects you rejects me,
and the one who rejects me rejects him who sent me.” Jesus is the great Sower of
God’s Word; He continues to preach through the preaching ministry of His Church.
That is an encouraging and comforting promise.
The next thing to notice is how Jesus goes about preaching His Word. He casts the
seed of His Word onto various types of soil; 4 are mentioned in detail. It’s best to
think of these are 4 types of hearing the preached Word of God. The parable provides
insight into why some hear and believe, and why some don’t.
First century Jewish farmers sowed their fields by broadcasting the seed by hand. But
1st century farmers weren’t wasteful or reckless. They knew certain types of soil were
better than others. This is one of the big surprises in Jesus’ parable. The Sower in the
parable – Jesus, seems to go out of His way to sow the seeds of God’s kingdom into
every conceivable kind of ground, into every nock and cranny. And this He does
rather indiscriminately; He casts seed onto soil that any conscientious farmer, ancient
or modern, wouldn’t consider.
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Broadcasting the seed of God’s Word in such an indiscriminate way isn’t very
efficient. Three of the 4 types of soil mentioned in today’s parable are worthless. Our
tendency is to define specific goals and adopt practices that will maximize the
opportunities to reach those goals. That’s all fine and good for the work-a-day world.
But not in the kingdom of God. In the Church, grace and abundance are the
parameters of operation, not efficiently. This too is truly good news!
Jesus plants the seed of God’s kingdom everywhere. He preaches to religious people,
to ordinary folks, to rich and poor, sinners and saints alike. Every nation, language,
tribe, and people is how the Bible describes the extent of God’s Word. Everyone is
invited to hear and receive God’s Word. The result in such a free sharing of God’s
Word is that many, maybe even most, will not receive it gladly. To put it bluntly,
that’s not our concern, that is, making people accept and believe God’s Word. That is
the work of the Holy Spirit who creates saving faith in Jesus in the hearts and minds
of people through the preached Word. Our task is to preach God’s Word to everyone
in all its beauty, truth, and power. The results…well, that’s up to God alone.
Jesus is the great sower of God’s Word. He sows the precious Word of His kingdom
freely to all people. His Church is to reflect His zeal to share His message of
repentance, love, and grace with joy, abundance, and the hope of salvation unto
eternal life. These are the first things we learn from this parable. And yet, the parable
describes 4 types of soil into which the seed of God’s kingdom is planted. The 4 soils
represent 4 types of hearing God’s Word. Understanding the different types of hearing
will help us understand why some believe and why some don’t.
The first type of hearing God’s Word is represented by the seed sown along the path
(vs. 5). This person hears God’s Word but doesn’t understand it. Jesus rather
graphically says the devil, represented by the birds of the air, snatches the seed away.
You see this kind of hearing of God’s Word exemplified in King Agrippa in Acts 26.
During the apostle Paul’s trip to Rome, King Agrippa asks Paul to speak about his
situation. Paul preaches about Jesus and about his (Paul’s) conversion to Christianity.
Agrippa responds by saying, “Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian” (Acts
26:28, KJV). The devil took away the seed that Paul planted in Agrippa’s heart.
The second type of hearing is represented by the seed that falls on the rocky ground
(vs. 6). This person hears and believes the good news of Christ’s kingdom. But when
things get tough, whether from the constant struggle against sin and temptation or the
rejection they experience because of Jesus, their faith dries up. This type of hearing is
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exemplified in John Mark. He joined Paul and Barnabus on their first missionary
journey. But according to Acts 13:13, he left the mission work right when things were
their hardest and most difficult. Later on, when Barnabus wanted to take Mark on the
second mission journey, Paul objected. The dissention between Paul and Barnabus
became so great that they went their separate ways (Acts 15). In Mark’s case, we
rejoice in the fact that he did repent and hear God’s Word. Eventually, he and Paul
reconciled (II Tim. 4:11). And Mark gave us the gospel that bears his name.
The third type of hearing is represented by the seed falling on ground infested with
thorns. The seed initially takes root and begins to grow. But the weeds of worldly
cares and the desire for earthly riches suffocates the good seed of God’s kingdom.
This type of hearing is exemplified in Demas, the companion of the apostle Paul.
Tragically, Paul writes this about Demas in II Timothy 4:10, “For Demas, in love with
this present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica.”
The fourth type of hearing is represented by the seed falling on good ground. This
person hears, understands, and believes the Word of Christ’s kingdom. According to
Jesus in vs. 15, the seed is planted in a good and honest heart and bears much fruit
with patience. What type of fruit is produced isn’t said. Fruitfulness in God’s kingdom
is a broad category consisting of faith in Jesus and every kind of good work.
From the parable, we learn that Jesus sows the seed of God’s Word to all people.
Thus, the Church shares God’s Word to anyone and everyone. We know some will
hear and believe. Some will not. The hindrances to a fruitful hearing are lack of
understanding, a lack of strength during times of trial and temptation to endure, and
the choking influences of worldly concerns. But for those who hear, believer, and
remain steadfast in patience and trust, God’s Word produces fruit abundantly.
The apostle Paul, in Titus 2:14 described Christians as being zealous for good works.
The parable itself doesn’t describe what the good works are. But the larger context of
God’s Word provides us with ample instruction on how we Christians are to live as
believers. It’s really pretty simple. Honesty, love and fidelity to one’s family, friends,
neighbors, and community. Prayer and attention to God’s Word. We Christians
purposefully avoid every form of ungodliness and worldly passions so that we may
live godly, peaceful, and self-controlled lives of integrity. We speak and live the truth
which we hear from God’s Word.
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Speaking and hearing God’s Word is what we do as Christian believers. This
fundamental truth cannot be overemphasized. The composer of Psalm 44, used in
today’s introit, wrote, “O God, we have heard with our ears, our fathers have told us
what deeds you preformed in their days, in the days of old…” (vs. 1). Fathers retold
the events from God’s Word to their families. The saving faith of one generation was
passed on to the next generation by telling and hearing God’s Word. Fathers and
mother, grandfathers and grandmothers, tell your children the deeds of old recorded in
God’s Word. Tell them of Abraham and Sarah, of Moses and the children of Israel, of
Elijah and the prophets, of John the Baptist and the apostles, of Mary Magdalene,
Aquila and Priscilla. Tell them of God’s great deeds. Not just the exciting events of
deliverance (crossing the Red Sea, defeating giants like Goliath, and so forth). But
also God’s work of judgment and discipline (the Babylonian captivity, the destruction
of Jerusalem, our Lord’s discipline given to the 7 church of Asia Minor from the Book
of Revelation, etc.).
We speak and live the truth of God’s Word because we hear God’s Word told to us by
fathers and mothers, aunts and uncles, siblings, etc. By pastors and teachers. And we
speak God’s Word with the conviction and comfort that it’s really Jesus sowing the
seeds of His Word in our hearts and minds. By the grace of the Holy Spirit, He will
bring for the fruit of faith, salvation, and good works in our lives.
Praise be to Christ who speaks His saving word. May He bring forth much fruit in our
lives here, in our country, and throughout the world to the glory of His holy name…
 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 14, 2021
Text: Luke 18:31–43
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Not much is actually known about St. Valentine, the saint commemorated on this day
every year. Though the commemorations have become largely secular and
commercial, it is good for us to pause a few moments and consider this 3rd century
Christian martyr. What we know for certain is that Valentine was a Christian, most
likely a bishop, who refused to deny Christ and died a martyr’s death confessing faith
in his Savior. Legends, which may reflect some historic truth, say that Valentine
presided over the weddings of Christians when such marriages were forbidden by the
Emperor. Others say he healed various persons including the blind daughter of the
jailer who was responsible for Valentine. On the day of his execution, he left a note
saying, “Your Valentine.” Thus, he became associated with love and marriage.
What’s important for us today is that he provides a touchpoint with both the Epistle
reading from I Corinthians 13 and the gospel text from Luke 18.
I Corinthians 13 is the famous love chapter of the Bible; some might consider this an
appropriate reading on Valentine’s Day. In the past, this chapter was often read during
weddings. That’s not a bad practice but I Corinthians 13 describes the divine perfect
love demonstrated by Christ Jesus for His bride, the Church, rather than the romantic
love expressed between husbands and wives. The love husbands and wives share with
each other, under God’s grace and strengthened by Christ’s Gospel, can and should
grow so as to become more like the love described in I Corinthians 13. This divine,
perfect love is described as being patient and kind (vs. 4); it doesn’t keep a running
total of offenses, Rather, it is quick to forgive and remains sure and steadfast through
trial and prosperity. Kindness is a simple but powerful virtue that we Christians ought
to cultivate by the grace of the Spirit. According to vs. 5–6, this kind of love refuses to
envy or boast or to become arrogant or rude. It simply refuses to seek its own way,
boasting about itself or seeking the applause of others. Under the inspiration of the
Spirit, the apostle Paul beautifully described love as rejoicing with the truth, bearing
all things, believing all things, hoping for all things, enduring all things, and finally, as
love never ending (vs. 6b–8a). Such is the love that God has for you and me and all of
His dear saints.
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St. Valentine gave witness to God’s perfect love for him and the world when he
refused to deny Jesus. Jesus is the perfection of love. Not the sentimental, paper thin
love that is so often celebrated in our culture. But the true, enduring love that
sacrificially gives without boasting or arrogance. The Lord Jesus told His disciples on
the night of His betrayal that no man has greater love than to lay down his life for his
friends (John 15:13). Valentine laid down his life for the love of his life, the Lord
Jesus Christ.
Valentine’s martyrdom was an expression of divine love, a I Corinthians 13 type of
love. But even this expression of love was small compared with the absolute
perfection of love shown for every man, woman, and child in the crucifixion of Jesus,
God’s Son. When we could not show any true form of love to God nor for one
another, God loved us unto death and back to life again. The apostle Paul wrote that
God demonstrates his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us
(Romans 5:8). Christ Jesus suffered and died to save us because He loves us. His love
for us is patient and kind; He is not resentful or boastful. His love rejoices with the
truth. His loves bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all
things. Christ’s love for you will never end. This is what St. Valentine’s martyrdom
celebrates. Divine, perfect love found in Christ Jesus.
Whatever you husbands and wives do to show each other love and affection today, do
so in Christ’s name and in celebration of His perfect love. And together, nurture your
love for one another so that it may all the more brightly reflect Christ’s perfect love.
St. Valentine’s martyrdom does have a deep connection to I Corinthians 13. But his
death also illustrates the gospel text from Luke 18, at least on two accounts. First,
Luke 18:31–34 records our Lord’s third Passion prediction. This is the third and last
time the Lord Jesus tells His disciples about the events that will take place in
Jerusalem. In fulfilment of God the Father’s will recorded in the Old Testament
Scriptures, Jesus must be betrayed, handed over to the Gentiles, mocked, shamefully
treated, and crucified unto death, and finally, rise from the dead on the third day.
These are the events that demonstrate God’s love for the world. Valentine, and all the
martyrs of the Christian Church, lived and died confessing their love and devotion to
Jesus because of what He did in Jerusalem during that original Holy Week.
Their lives and their deaths were conformed to the life and death of Jesus. And the
same is true for each Christian. For the baptism you received in God’s Trinitarian
name began and strengthens your participation in the death and resurrection of Jesus.
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Romans 6 and Titus 3 describe our intimate and personal connection to the Lord
Jesus. Through baptismal waters combined with God’s baptismal words, the Holy
Spirit worked the death of Jesus in our life so that we now daily die to sin. And daily,
the Holy Spirit is renewing in us the resurrection life of Christ so that the new man
emerges to live before the Father in righteousness and newness of life. The Christian’s
life and the Christian’s death are a continual witness to the passion, death, and
resurrection of Jesus. Those events are now our events. They describe us, define us.
The body and blood of Jesus we receive in the Lord’s Supper is the Savior’s body and
blood given and shed on the cross in love for the forgiveness of our sins. The holy
food we eat, the holy words we hear, the inspired prayers we speak all find their
source and substance in the love of Jesus demonstrated in His death and resurrection.
Valentine died confessing faith that Jesus died to forgive his sins. Valentine refused to
deny Jesus because he, that is, Valentine, had a greater hope in the resurrection of the
just on the Last Day. Such is our hope and strength. Christ Jesus crucified for you and
me and for all the world is our hope and our salvation, our glory and our salvation.
The second way that Valentine’s martyrdom connects to Luke 18 is in vs. 35–43
about blind Bartimaeus. Luke doesn’t give his name, but Mark’s gospel does in Mark
10:46. Bartimaeus heard that Jesus of Nazareth was passing by. In response,
Bartimaeus cried out, “Jesus of Nazareth, have mercy on me!” (vs. 38). At some
point, he had learned about Jesus. Maybe he had prayed that he would have a chance
to meet Jesus. The Bible doesn’t tell us these details. But Bartimaeus knows quite a
bit about Jesus. He knows that Jesus is from Nazareth, that He is the Son of David, a
Messianic title, and that Jesus has mercy upon the sick and afflicted. And finally,
Bartimaeus knows that Jesus is His Lord. For when Jesus heard his cry for mercy and
asked him what He would like Him to do, Bartimaeus said, “Lord, let me recover my
sight” (vs. 41). Bartimaeus confessed that Jesus is his Lord with the words of his
mouth and with faith that trusted He could heal his blindness.
To this day, that is the confession that all Christians make: “Jesus is Lord.” That
means that Jesus is Lord and Sovereign over every detail of our lives. He is the
Master. At home, at work, during leisure, over money, time, talents, family, friends,
and all human relationships. Over life and death. Jesus is Lord. Thus, when Valentine
was commanded by the Romans to deny Jesus, he simply could not comply. Love for
God and love for man means rejoicing in the truth. Jesus is the Lord who lived and
died and rose again to save us from the fear of judgment and the torment of death.
That divine truth directs all words, thoughts, and deeds. Jesus is Lord and cannot be
denied. Not in life nor in death. Jesus is the Lord who saves us.
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Dear saints of God, let those words be on your lips regularly and frequent. And by the
grace of the Spirit, let those words guide and direct your life, your hope, and your love
for God and man. Jesus is the Lord of mercy who redeems us from all sins, from a bad
conscience, from fear of death, from worry over the things of this life or the life to
come.
And finally, there is one last connection between Valentine and blind Bartimaeus of
Luke 18. And it’s this: when asked to be quiet about Jesus, both men refused. When
Bartimaeus first heard about Jesus, he cried out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on
me!” Vs. 39 says, “And those who were in front rebuked him, telling him to be silent.
But he cried out all the more, ‘Son of David, have mercy on me!’” Bartimaeus would
not silence his faith in Jesus. Nor would Valentine. Both men, to differing degrees,
were commanded to be silent about Jesus. Both refused. Both received answer to their
prayers. Bartimaeus received his sight because what he believed in his heart he
confessed with his mouth. Valentine received a crown of righteousness for confessing
with his life and death that Jesus is Lord over Roman authority and over death itself.
Dear saints of God, there are many forces working to silence Christians in our time.
Cultural, political, financial, even religious powers are saying that Christians need to
be silent. Believe whatever you want but keep it to yourself. This, we cannot do. We
must speak and confess in thought, word, and deed that Jesus is Lord. He is the living
Lord one who died and rose from the dead. And love for Jesus compels us to speak,
act, and live under His Lordship. Both Valentine and Bartimaeus provide us with
encouragement and strength. Don’t be silenced. Not on social media, not at the coffee
shop, not at work, not a church, not in your conversation and life. Be wise and
prudent. We don’t go looking for trouble. But Jesus is Lord and will be honored as
such. We are redeemed by His divine, perfect love. Our love for God and man grows
richer and deeper because of His love.
The Lord Jesus sees our faith, hope, and love in Him. As His perfect love for us
endures, so will our love for Him continue to grow and mature until the day of
perfection. A blessed and joyous Valentine’s day to you all. The love of Christ 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 Lutheran Church – Kimball, NE (quad-parish service)
Ash Wednesday
February 17, 2021
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.

We Lutherans are bit uneasy with the idea of doing our works of righteousness in the
open. There’s good reason for concern. In tonight’s gospel reading, the Lord Jesus
warned against giving money to the poor, praying, and fasting before the watchful
eyes of the public. In fact, whenever anyone does these things for the applause of
man, Jesus says they have their reward. That is, the temporary recognition of man. But
not the commendation of God the Father in heaven.
But I would have you notice that in spite of these warnings against “practicing our
righteousness before other people”, the Lord Jesus does expect that we will do works
of righteousness. The Lord speaks of it as a matter of fact, almost a self-evident
assumption. His Church will practice righteousness in His name until the end of the
age. In thought, word, and deed, Christians are called to practice the righteousness
given to them as a gift from their heavenly Father through the gospel.
Today’s liturgy reminded us that “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.”
Practicing our righteousness is about life and hope centered in Jesus.
But Jesus cautions us that we must practice our righteousness in a God pleasing way.
The practice must be done only for God’s eyes and for the benefit of others. No
audiences please. News releases and press conferences have no place in the practice of
our righteousness. God sees our righteousness. Our neighbor receives the benefit. And
we practicing Christians sit in the background rejoicing that our neighbor was helped
in their time of need while God receives all the praise.
The 40 days of Lent are an intensive time of training so that our life of righteousness
throughout the rest of the year is more effective, more anonymous, and more glorious
for our heavenly Father.
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Jesus speaks of three disciplines we are to practice. They are giving to the needy,
praying, and fasting. We begin with our giving. Tonight, I want to give a quick
overview of these basic areas of Christian love and piety. In order to set the
parameters clearly, everything we’re considering falls under the two great
commandments in the Bible: loving the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind,
and strength, and loving your neighbor as ourselves (Mark 12:30–31). All that we do
in life and faith is directed by love for God and love for man. The love described here
is one of complete devotion to the other. Devotion to God and devotion to man.
Though we cannot benefit God or improve His status, we love Him nonetheless with
complete devotion. I John 4:19 teaches that we are able to love God and love man,
because God first loved us. In our love for our fellow man, we do love them so that
they are benefited and improved by our love. The entire Law of God is fulfilled in one
word: love.
Jesus teaches us that our gifts to the poor are to be done with no fanfare, no public
applause. Sound no trumpet says Jesus (vs. 2). Giving to the poor for the praise of
man isn’t an act of love but a deed of selfishness. The one giving to the needy for the
applause of others is simply using the poor to satisfy his own thirst for attention and
recognition. The needy are helped. But it isn’t an act of righteousness before God. So
we give in love for God’s glory and our neighbor’s need. The Scriptures teach us that
the poor will always be among us. There is more than ample opportunity to show real,
genuine love for our neighbor. And it may include more than money. Things like
time, compassion, correction, and mercy of various kinds.
The second Christian devotion is prayer which is really an exercise and expression of
faith, hope and love. True Biblical prayer is primarily characterized by an outward
looking focus; faith in God and His Word; hope in the fulfillment of His promises for
life in this world (including things for family, friends, neighbors, country, etc.) and the
world to come (including the eternal life, a glorious inheritance in God’s kingdom, the
resurrection of the just on the Last Day), and love for both God and man. In other
words, prayer is most concerned about God’s glory and the benefit of people.
Jesus cautions us that our practice of prayer should be done anonymously for the
benefit of our neighbor and for God’s glory. This was, after all, the way Jesus lived
out His life and it was the way He prayed. People certainly knew that Jesus prayed. It
wasn’t a big secret. But He never prayed in order to be seen and praised by the
crowds. Rather, His life of prayer was born out of His perfect love for His Father and
the Spirit, and His love for the people of this world. We have the absolute, steadfast
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promise that God the Fathers sees and hears in secret but will reward us graciously
(vs. 6).
Finally, Christ teaches us that we are people who practice the righteous discipline of
fasting. Of the three expressions of Christian piety, fasting is the most underutilized
and the least understood. Fasting reminds us that we do not live by bread alone but by
every Word that proceeds from the mouth of God. Christians practice their
righteousness by refraining from food, drink, and other forms of physical pleasure for
the purpose of drawing closer to God, His Word, and helping provide the needs of
others. Fasting teaches us to hunger and thirst for God’s righteousness more than we
hunger for our next meal! The food on our table is a gift of God. But it sustains us
temporarily. The food that Jesus gives through HIs Word and Spirit is the food of
eternal life. Jesus is the bread of life, the living bread, that whoever eat thereof shall
never taste death.
Several years ago, our congregations adopted the practice of encouraging one another
to give, pray, and fast with renewed emphasis during the season of Lent. In order to
give concrete expression to this encouragement, our congregations offer midweek
prayer services. Please consider attending them as you are able. Plus, adopt a
devotional plan. Lenten devotions are from Lutheran Hour Ministries are available on
the back table. Or follow the reading schedule in our hymnal. There are many, many
options. Thursdays have been designated as a congregational fasting day. An insert
giving instruction on fasting is included in tonight’s bulletin. As you’re able,
practicing fasting this Lenten season.
If there was ever a time that we should humble ourselves before God with prayer and
fasting, it’s now. Joel called upon God’s ancient people to pray and fast in response to
the locust plagues that devastated their country. And then there was the need for
spiritual renewal. In our time, the effects of the pandemic, both the medical and nonmedical aspects, continue with ugly vigor. Much of our country lost power the past
few days. We witnessed many different forms of cultural upheaval last year and
earlier this year. And the war against unborn life and true Biblical marriage continues
in our land. In response to these kinds of events, Christians throughout the centuries
have humbled themselves before God with prayer and fasting. This is our time to be
the salt and light of the world. Whatever form of fasting you adopt, use that time for
prayer and the study of God’s Word. The money saved can be given away to people
you know who need help or to any number of worthy charities. But remember the
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parameters mentioned at the beginning: all of this is done out of love for God and love
for man.
The secret to practicing your righteousness is the gospel promise the Lord Jesus died
to forgive us all our sins and to set us free from the need to save ourselves. Because
Jesus did everything to secure our eternal life, we are able to love our neighbor for the
sake of our neighbor. The praise and recognition of men isn’t needed. God the Father
has showered upon you His eternal, divine love and favor through His Son Jesus.
What more could we want or desire than to have the love and praise of God Himself.
And that we have already by grace alone through Christ alone.
So go out in this Lenten season and practice your righteous acts of giving, praying,
and fasting for the glory of God alone for the benefit of your neighbor alone.
 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)
February 21, 2021
Text: Matthew 4:1–11
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The last and final petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “and deliver us from evil”, refers both
to evil in general, evil things, and the evil one. In the Bible, he is called Satan and the
devil. It would be quite foolish on our part to ignore what the Bible says about the
devil. C.F.W. Walther, the first president of the Missouri Synod, wrote this about the
necessity of understanding the Biblical teaching on the devil.
The “doctrine of Satan is so interwoven in the whole of Christian doctrine that
the entire structure would collapse if one denies the existence of that evil spirit.
In one denies the existence of the devil, one must also deny the fall of man,
original sin, the redemption, Christ, Baptism, yes, the entire Gospel; yes, then
one must make a liar out of the prophets, apostles, and Christ Himself”
(Walther, Gospel Sermons, V. 1, p. 158).
Satan is a fallen archangel. He was created by God in the beginning pure, holy, and
powerful. But his pride became swollen and he rebelled against His God and creator.
Satan is God’s sworn enemy; he despises God’s creative work especially mankind. It
was the devil who was instrumental in Adam and Eve’s original sin, as we heard from
today’s OT reading. We cannot understand the human condition or even our own life
situation without knowing about the devil, his works and his ways.
Nor can we rightly understand the victory the Lord Jesus won for us if we forget about
Satan. Today’s gospel text from Matthew 4 retells the battle between Satan and Jesus.
The Lord of life and the lord of death contended for 40 days and 40 nights in the
wilderness. But thanks be to God! Jesus remained faithful and true. He rebuked Satan
at every turn. Jesus endured Satan’s lies, his corruptions of Holy Scripture, his
allurements, and was not deceived. Our Lord and Savior defeated Satan for us, dear
saints of God. Christ’s victory is our victory.
Vs. 1 declares that the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted by the
devil. The reason why Jesus must do this is hinted at in the word “wilderness.” After
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Israel’s mighty deliverance from Egyptian bondage, God’s redeemed people were led
through the wilderness by a pillar of fire by night and a cloud by day. But Satan was
also active, inciting Israel to rebellion with one temptation after another. As a result of
Israel’s rebellion, they wandered in the desert for forty years. At every turn Israel
failed to believe God’s promises. Those were years of failure and defeat.
Jesus, by contrast, is led by God’s Spirit into a wilderness wandering to face the
devil’s temptations. Anointed with the Holy Spirit, Jesus represents God’s people and
the world as the very Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Led by the
Spirit, Jesus did what Israel failed to do. He will “fear, love, and trust in God above all
things” so that He can deliver us from the evil one.
Israel grumbled because of their food during those 40 years. Jesus, on the other hand,
willingly fasted for 40 days and 40 nights. At the end of those days of fasting, Satan
came to the Lord with a very appealing invitation: “If you are the Son of God,
command these stones to become loaves of bread” (vs. 3). Jesus was starving. It’s
been forty days of wandering in the desert with no food. All that He has to do is say
the word and rocks will become bread! What harm could there be in that? Should not
God provide food for His beloved Son?
Satan’s temptations often sound quite reasonable. Be aware dear saints, Satan will
certainly use your fleshly appetites against you. His tactics are quite sophisticated and
varied: the desire for food, rest, sex, health, pleasure, knowledge, security, family
commitments, all good things of themselves. Satan will use them all against you to
tempt you into every form of shame and vice.
God’s beloved Son took upon Himself our flesh and blood in order to be our Savior.
He will not use His divine power to save Himself from pain and suffering. He will
wait as we must wait on the Father to give Him daily bread. So Jesus lives upon God’s
Word. Our Lord quotes Deuteronomy 8:3 as His rebuttal to Satan’s temptation, “It is
written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the
mouth of God’” (vs. 4).
As we reflect back upon this past year, we would do well to consider that the Bible
teaches us we need God’s Word as much as daily bread. In truth, the need is greater
for God’s Word. I really don’t like to pit our earthly bread, which the Small
Catechism rightly defines as everything that has to do with the support and needs of
the body, against our heavenly food, which is Christ Himself, the bread of life. Both
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are needed. Both are God’s gifts for us. But this past year we have been forced into
choosing one over the other. Have we not been told that the things that support the
needs of the body are more important than the things that support the needs of both
body and soul? We have endured almost 11 months of constant messaging that says
the body is more important than the soul. You don’t need to gather for sermons,
hymns, corporate prayers, Scripture readings, and Sacraments. But this is simply a lie
of the devil. The Lord Jesus, quoting the OT, teaches us rightly. Man shall not live by
bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God. We need daily
bread to support body and soul. God the Father desires to give us both. As He has
established the means by which we are fed and nourished physically, for which we are
very thankful, so He has established the means by which He nourishes us spiritually in
the ministry of the Church. Let us strengthen our resolve to remain faithful to
receiving God’s Word of life as a priority through the public ministry of His Church.
A second temptation is presented to our Lord. Taking Jesus to the pinnacle of the
Temple, Satan says, “If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down, for it is
written, ‘He will command His angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will
bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone’” (vs. 6). Satan uses the Word of
God, Psalm 91:11–12, as a means of tempting Jesus to win the world’s love and
devotion by performing a spectacular miracle. Just jump down from the Temple.
God’s Word does say the angels will protect you. Think of the fame and glory you’ll
receive Jesus. No suffering death, no blood and sweat; only glory and honor. And it’s
all based on the Bible!
Dear saints, we are warned by Holy Scripture that many false prophets and teachers
will go out into the world to deceive. We are commanded to test them, to evaluate
their doctrine, teaching, and life against the pure standard of God’s Word (i.e., I Jn.
4:1–3). Not every preacher or author or devotional booklet quoting the Bible is true
and faithful. Satan quotes God’s Word in this second temptation.
Again Jesus answers from God’s Word, Deuteronomy 6:16, “Again it is written, ‘You
shall not put the Lord your God to the test” (vs. 7). Psalm 91 is about trusting God not
testing Him. Jesus is our Savior not our showman. And the Bible is the story of
redemption not a book of useful quotations available to justify whatever we want to
do. Our obedience to God is to include the whole counsel of God from Holy Scripture.
Satan has one more temptation: worldly glory and power. Satan takes Jesus and shows
him all the world’s kingdoms. He says to Jesus, “All these I will give you, if you will
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fall down and worship me” (vs. 9). Satan is, in effect, saying to Jesus, “You need not
suffer and die in order to become King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Bend you knee to
me. I am the prince of the power of the air. It can all be yours.”
The Devil is tempting Jesus to bypass the pain and suffering of the cross, the chosen
means established by God the Father. Dear saints of God, flee from any teaching or
any worship or any piety that ignores or sidesteps the suffering, death, and
resurrection of Jesus as the only means of salvation and forgiveness. This includes any
teaching that ignores repentance, daily prayer, faithful worship attendance, the regular
use of the sacraments, etc. Or which ignores the daily discipline of hating and
avoiding sin. Holy Scriptures admonishes us to flee from every form of evil, to
chastise and discipline our sinful flesh through prayer, fasting, and repentance. We are
to live by faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus so that we may, day by day, walk
before God the Father in righteousness and purity forever.
Jesus renounces Satan, “Be gone”! Quoting Deuteronomy 6:13 Jesus says, “You shall
worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve” (vs. 10). Satan’s defeat is
sealed. God’s Son remains faithful. Three years later, Jesus will be faithful unto death
for us and for our salvation.
Saints of God, we aren’t strong enough to withstand Satan’s temptations. We don’t
have the power to do battle with the old evil foe. Jesus went to the wilderness to
endure your temptations and fight this battle. You stand in the strength and victory of
Christ alone. His victory over the devil’s temptations is your victory over daily
temptations. Christ’s death is your death. His resurrection is your resurrection. It will
not mean the end of temptations for you. But when faced with Satan’s temptations,
you can confidently say, “I am baptized into Jesus. My sins are forgiven in Christ. Be
gone, Satan. My Lord Jesus has defeated you.”
In Christ Jesus, you stand secure unto eternal glory and blessedness.
 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)
February 24, 2020
Text: Lord’s Prayer; SC III, Introduction & 1st Petition
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Our Lenten discipline began last Wednesday when we heard the Lord Jesus teach us
about the three acts of faith and piety we Christians will do until the end of time.
Those pious disciplines are giving to the poor, prayer, and fasting. This year’s
Wednesday services will focus on prayer, especially the Lord’s Prayer. Just a quick
word about giving to the poor and fasting. These too should mark our Christian life.
Thursdays have been a day of fasting in our quad-parish the past few years. Or pick a
different day. Fasting and giving away our material resources reminds us that we do
not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord
(Matt. 4:4).
Before we consider the Lord’s Prayer in detail, we need to set out some basic
parameters. The first thing we must know is that we are commended to pray. The
Second Commandment, “You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God”
requires that we “praise (God’s) holy name and call upon it in every need…To call
upon God’s name is nothing other than to pray. Prayer is just as strictly and seriously
commanded as all other commandments: to have no other God, not to kill, not to steal,
and so on” (LC III:5-6). Simply put, it is our duty to pray. We cannot and dare not
neglect it lest sin take root in our life and choke out our most holy faith in Christ.
There are some common reasons, or rather excuses, that our sinful nature gives for not
praying. One is “Who knows whether God heeds or will hear my prayer? If I do not
pray, some else will.” (LC III: 6). We know that God hears our prayer because He has
commanded us to pray. And though others are praying, God the Lord has commanded
each of you, individually and personally, to pray. Your daily prayers cannot be
delegated to someone else.
Another excuse is that “I am not holy or worthy enough. If I were as godly and holy
as St. Peter or St. Paul, then I would pray.” (LC III:15). But we must set aside all such
thinking because of God’s command to pray. To these kinds of excuses, we should
simply say, “My prayer is as precious, holy, and pleasing to God as that of St. Paul or
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of the most holy saints…I will gladly grant that Paul is personally more holy, but …
God does not consider prayer because of the person, but because of His Word and
obedience to it. For I rest my prayer on the same commandment on which all the
saints rest their prayer. Furthermore, I pray for the same thing that they all pray for
and always have prayed. Besides, I have just as great a need of what I pray for as
those great saints; no, even a greater one than they” (LC III:16).
God’s command is crystal clear. “So here prayer is not left to my will to do it or leave
it undone, but it shall and must be offered at the risk of God’s wrath and displeasure”
(LC III:9).
So God’s command is the first word of encouragement for we seek to live in
obedience to our Lord and King. But there is another reason we pray, that is, because
God has also promised that He hears and answers our prayers. In Psalm 50:15, God
says, “Call upon Me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you.” And the Lord Jesus, in
the Sermon on the Mount, says, “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will
find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one
who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened” (Matt. 7:7–8). “Such
promises certainly ought to encourage and kindle our hearts to pray with pleasure and
delight. For He testifies with His own Word that our prayer is heartily pleasing to
Him. Furthermore, it shall certainly be heard and granted, in order that we may not
despise it or think lightly of it and pray based on chance” (LC III:20).
And yet, there is a third source of encouragement to pray. Christ Jesus Himself
“arranges the words and form of prayer for us. He places them on our lips for how and
what we should pray…and we may never doubt that such prayer is pleasing to Him
and shall certainly be answered. This the Lord’s Prayer is a great advantage indeed
over all other prayers that we might compose ourselves…Therefore, there is no nobler
prayer to be found upon earth than the Lord’s Prayer. We pray it daily, because it has
this excellent testimony, that God loves to hear it. We ought not to surrender this for
all the riches of the world” (LC III:22-23).
Dear saints of God, the command and promise of God to pray and the perfect prayer
having been given to us by the divine Son of God Himself are sources of great
encouragement and strength. For God Himself takes our prayers seriously. “All our
shelter and protection rest in prayer alone. For we are far too weak to deal with the
devil and all his power and followers who set themselves against us (i.e., we, the
members of the Christian Church)…Therefore, we must consider and take up those
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weapons with which Christians must be armed in order to stand against the devil [II
Cor. 10:4; Eph. 6:11]” (LC III:30). When we call upon God’s name in prayer, the
devices and schemes of the devil are thwarted. What else, do you think, “has stopped
or quelled the counsels, purposes, murder, and riot of our enemies, by which the devil
thought he would crush us (the Christian Church), together with the Gospel? It was
the prayer of a few godly people standing in the middle like an iron wall for our side”
(LC III:31). We have no greater privilege than to draw near with confidence to the
throne of God’s grace in order to receive mercy and find grace in the time of need as
Hebrews 4:16 teaches us.
And so we come to the very words of the Lord’s Prayer and the instruction from the
Small Catechism. We begin with the Introduction, “Our Father who art in heaven.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
Answer: “With these words God tenderly invites us to believe that He is our
true Father and that we are His true children, so that with all boldness and
confidence we may ask Him as dear children ask their dear father.”
The Lord’s Prayer is the prayer of God the Father’s family. We boldly and confidently
approach His heavenly throne because He is our Father; we are His baptized children.
The Father has adopted us through the saving work of His Son, the Lord Jesus. He
poured out upon us the gift of the Holy Spirit when we received God’s Trinitarian
name in baptism. It is true that God is our creator, our King, our Almighty Lord. But
most fundamentally, God is our Father. Through the grace of the Spirit, we are born
again into the household of faith. You are brothers and sisters in Christ because you
all have the same heavenly Father. As He is Father from all eternity so shall we call
upon as Father into the eternity of His kingdom. What a great privilege bestowed
upon us by His love, grace, and mercy.
Now we consider the 1st Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “Hallowed by thy name.”
The Catechism answer, “God’s name is certainly holy in itself, but we pray in
this petition that it may be kept holy among us also.”
We must understand that God Himself and His name are holy in and of themselves.
We do not make them holy as if we could make God something He already isn’t.
Rather, it’s in our use of God’s name that can be unholy (LC III:37). “Now, here is a
great need that we ought to be most concerned about. This name should have its
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proper honor; it should be valued holy and grand as the greatest treasure and holy
thing that we have. As godly children we should pray that God’s name…may also be
and remain holy with us upon earth and in all the world” (LC III:38).
The way God’s is kept holy among us is answered in the Catechism.
“How is God’s name kept holy?”
Answer: “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.”
Christians keep God’s name holy through two means that must always be kept
together; they are two sides of the same coin. They are 1) hearing and believing God’s
word taught purely and truly. And then 2) living according to it by the power of the
Spirit. Through this petition, we are praying for the ministry of Christ’s Church, for
her pastors and teachers, and for all her members. In I Timothy 4:16, the apostle Paul
encouraged the young pastor Timothy with these words, “Keep a close watch on
yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both
yourself and your hearers.” Timothy’s doctrine and life must be consistent with each
other for his own sake and for the salvation of his hearers. To “hallow (God’s name)
means the same as to praise, magnify, and honor (it) both in word and deed” (LC
III:46). Conversely, through this petition we “pray against whatever opposes and
persecutes our Gospel and pure doctrine” (LC III:47). When we pray the Lord’s
Prayer, we know from God’s Word that nothing is more dear to Him than … that His
Word is taught in its purity and is considered precious and dear” (LC III:48).
People of God, we have God’s command to pray, the promise He will hear our
prayers, as well as the perfect prayer, the Lord’s Prayer, given by the Lord Jesus
Himself. Our prayers ascend into heaven to the ears of our heavenly Father. And He is
well please. May the Holy Spirit bless you richly as you pray for God’s glory, for the
growth of His kingdom, and the blessing of the people of this 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
Reminiscere (Second Sunday in Lent)
February 28, 2021
Text: Matthew 15:21–28
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Introit for today is taken from Psalm 25, a psalm of King David. Three times,
David prays about God remembering. This first is a positive request, “Remember your
mercy, O Lord, and your steadfast love, for they have been from of old” (vs. 6). The
second is a negative request, by which I mean, David basically asks God to forget.
“Remember not the sins of my youth or my transgressions” (vs. 7a). And then back to
a positive request in 7b, a near restatement of vs. 6, “according to your steadfast love
remember me, for the sake of your goodness, Lord.” The teachings of the Holy
Scripture are abundantly clear that the Lord God of heaven and earth is omniscient, all
knowing. Why, then, does David ask God to remember or to forget? God knows all
things. He hasn’t forgotten about His mercy, His goodness, or His love. Nor can God
simply forget something because we’re embarrassed or ashamed of what we’ve done.
David is using the language of repentance and faith. This is the way God’s people of
all ages and times have always prayed. When facing trials and afflictions, God’s
people cry out in faith calling upon God to remember His love, mercy, and goodness
so that they can receive it personally. It’s but one way of asking God to act on their
behalf to save. Remember your mercy in my life. Let your love have its way with me.
Remember Your goodness so that I may participate in Your goodness for without
You, O Lord, there is only evil. By contrast, believes have regularly and frequently
called upon God to forget their sins, to remove them out of His sight. This is another
way of asking for forgiveness. Forgiveness basically means releasing someone from
the just and right penalty they deserve because of their evil deeds. Remember not my
transgressions, Lord. Instead, remember Your mercy, love, and goodness. For they
have been from of old. Such is the cry of true Christian faith and hope.
The Canaanite woman in today’s gospel reading (Matt. 15:21–28) had such faith and
hope in Jesus. This unnamed woman was a Christian coming to Jesus asking Him to
remember His mercy from of old and to deliver her daughter from demon possession
(vs. 22). It’s hard to imagine this woman’s situation. You parents and grandparents
can certainly imagine her utter helplessness. Imagine your child being completely out
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of control. The demon dominates every action, thought, and deed resulting in physical
illness, spiritual torment, and emotional trauma. And there’s nothing you can do or
give. No medicines, no therapies, do professionals you can call. In the end, it’s simply
complete dependence on God and Him remember His mercies from of old.
This woman stands utterly alone in her trial. We don’t know anything else about her
situation. Was she married? Did she have other family members back home trying to
care for her daughter? We don’t know. But she comes to Jesus knowing and believing
that He is the only hope and salvation for her daughter, yea, for herself.
But things don’t really look all promising for her. The cards are stacked against her.
She’s a Canaanite, a descendant of the original peoples that the children of Israel tried
to exterminate when they conquered the Promised Land under Joshua. There was bad
blood between the Jews and the Canaanites. Jesus and His disciples were Jews. This
woman a Canaanite. This might explain why our Lord’s disciples begged Jesus to
send her away in vs. 23.
But she comes to Jesus using the language of the Jewish OT Scriptures. She calls
upon Jesus as the Messiah, the Savior promised in the Jewish Bible. Listen to her cry,
“Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David; my daughter is severely oppressed by a
demon” (vs. 22). This too is the language of Christian faith that trusts God in the
midst of deep affliction. Though she is not from the biological lineage of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, she calls upon the patriarchs’ God in true faith. Though not of the
household of King David, she places herself under David’s promise. A Son of David
shall rule and reign upon David’s throne forever (II Sam. 7). Such faith in Israel’s
God and Lord, makes her a child of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Galatians 3:7 says,
“Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham.” By faith, not
bloodline or lineage, she is child of God, a daughter of Abraham, and an heir of
salvation. And she cries out for mercy.
In this regard, we stand with her. For we share a common faith in the same Lord and
Savior using the same language of mercy. Week after week, we gather together in
God’s holy name calling upon Him to remember His love mercy, love, and goodness.
Here is a believer calling upon her God in utter desperation. “Have mercy on me, O
Lord, Son of David.” Jesus has power of demons. He defeated the devil when the
devil tried to tempt Him in the wilderness. Jesus has cast out many demons before this
situation. Not once has Jesus rejected anyone who has come to Him in faith and trust.
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Until now. The Savior remains silent and unmoved. Vs. 23, “But he did not answer
her a word.” The disciples begged Jesus to send her away because she was crying out
after them. What I want you to notice is that she didn’t just ask once. She kept crying
out, “Lord, have mercy.” She was persistent and determined. And it’s not entirely
clear if the disciples are wanting Jesus to grant her request and send her away. Or, to
simply get rid of her because she’s making a scene. I think Matthew wrote this
ambiguously on purpose. This woman’s situation is desperate. Jesus is silent to her
prayer. And the disciples’ response is not clear.
To all of this, Jesus responds, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”
(vs. 24). I didn’t come for you is the message. Your bloodlines do not go back to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. You are outside of the boundaries of my mercy. Even
though it appears Jesus has finally, and irrevocably turned her away, she remained
determined. According to vs. 25, she knelt before Jesus. She literally gets in front of
Jesus and kneels before Him. This time, she simply says, “Lord, help me” (vs. 25).
Even to this, Jesus seems cold and indifferent. “It is not right to take the children’s
bread and throw it to the dogs” (vs. 26). Simply staggering! My gifts aren’t for you.
It’s not proper to throw the steak dinner prepared for God’s children and throw it
away to the pets, the little dogs.
Dear saints of God, this woman’s response is what we need to burn into our memory.
Vs. 27, “Yes, Lord.” Stop there. That’s the language of faith and humility. Yes, Lord.
No matter what you say, when you say it, how you say it how often you say it. Yes,
Lord. Your Word is true. It cannot and will not be denied. Your Word is true even
when it judges and condemns me. We are truly poor, miserable sinners that deserve
temporal and eternal punishment. To this, we must say, “Yes, Lord.” Without
qualification, self-justification, or even a hint of denial. This is the life of repentance
without which there is no faith or salvation. Repentance is that most-precious gift that
God works in our life when we see, by the clarity of His Word, that we have sinned
and broken God’s Law. And we must turn away from such evil. No excuses. And
that’s the really, really hard part. For we want to justify ourselves, to explain our
actions in such a way so as not to appear as bad. And even at times we attempt to
make our sinful thoughts and actions look righteous. Because of this and that
circumstance, it’s ok for me to do this or that thing even though God’s Word forbids
it. But we must abandon all such ideas and intentions. Poor, miserable sinner with no
claims of righteousness. We all deserve temporal and eternal punishment.
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But, God has more to say to us and about us. The woman’s response guides us here
too, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the masters’ tables”
(vs. 27). Yes, Lord, I am not one of the lost sheep of the house of Israel. That is true.
But I depend, nonetheless, upon the mercy of my Master. Yes, Lord. You are my
Master and I am your little dog and so is my daughter who is severely tormented by a
demon. Yes, Lord. Give us what masters give to their insignificant pets, the crumbs
from the table, and it will be more than enough. That’s all the mercy my daughter and
I need.” This is the language of faith, dear saints of God. This is our language, our
hope, and our confidence.
Notice how Jesus answers, “O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you
desire” (vs. 28). The Lord Jesus saw and knew all along that she was a true child of
the master’s table. Though a Canaanite by natural lineage, she was a child of Abraham
by faith, a true child of the Master. As the patriarch Jacob wrestled with God and
prevailed (Gen. 32, OT text), so this Canaanite woman wrestled with God in
repentance and faith and prevailed. He granted her prayer. Jesus did not forget His
love, mercy, and goodness. Through this trial, He brought to light the purity and
genuineness of her faith. The apostle Peter wrote words of encouragement and
strength to Christians who were suffering for their Christian faith (I Peter 1:6–7):
6

In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been
grieved by various trials, 7so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more
precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to
result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.
This woman’s faith was more precious than the purest gold. The same is true of your
most holy faith in Jesus. He remembers His love, mercy, and goodness. We have a
Lord and Savior who knows and loves us in the midst of our trials and afflictions as
well as times of joy and prosperity. His Word is true. We respond with “Yes, Lord.”
This is the language of faith and love. “Remember your mercy, O Lord, and your
steadfast love, for they have been from of old.” “Yes, Lord. It’s all true.”
 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 3, 2021
Text: Lord’s Prayer; SC III, 2nd & 3rd Petitions
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Before we continue our journey through the various petitions of the Lord’s Prayer, we
need to remember the foundation upon which our prayer life must be established.
First, prayer is an exercise and activity of Christian faith. Prayer can be likened unto
the breath of faith created in us by the Holy Spirit. Praying is the calling and vocation
of the baptized. When we were baptized into God’s Trinitarian name, God the Father
filled us with the Holy Spirit because in those waters of baptism we died with Christ
and were resurrected in the newness of His eternal life. Christians and the Christian
Church will pray until we reach our final home in the new heavens and the new earth.
Secondly, Christ commands us to pray. “When you pray,” our Lord taught His
disciples. Not if you pray but when you pray. Thirdly, Jesus promised to hear and
answer our prayers. Ask and you will receive. Knock and the door will be opened to
you. Seek and you will find. No qualifications or equivocations are provided. Just a
bold, amazing promise. God will answer our prayers. Fourthly, Jesus gave us the very
words to pray, the Lord’s Prayer. It is the perfect prayer. These four characteristics are
the foundation upon which our prayers are established: 1) it’s an activity and
discipline of faith, 2) Christ commands us to pray, 3) He promises to hear and answer
our prayers, and 4) He gave us the perfect prayer that we are to pray every day.
Last week, we briefly considered the Introduction to the Lord’s Prayer, “Our Father
who art in heaven.” The Small Catechism teaches us that God is our true Father and
we are His true children so that with all boldness and confidence we may ask Him as
dear children as their dear father. One of my goals in this Lenten series is to
encourage and embolden your life of prayer. Not in your own righteousness or
strength. But in the knowledge and confidence that God is our loving Father, and we
are His beloved sons and daughters. God the Father delights in heaving our prayers
and answering them. Our prayers are prayed with boldness and confidence because
God is our Father, His Son is our Savior, and the Holy Spirit is our helper and guide.
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We also briefly considered the 1st Petition, “Hallowed be thy name.” The Catechism
taught us that God’s name is holy in itself. We do not and cannot make God’s name
holy, but we want it to be kept holy among us. God’s name is kept holy among us by
the grace of the Holy Spirit when the Word of God is taught in its truth and purity and
we Christians live holy lives according to it. In this 1st petition we are praying for all
pastors and teachers of God’s Word (Sunday school teachers, parents as they teach
God’s Word at home to each other and their children, professors of theology,
musicians and composers of sacred music, artists, and so forth). We are also praying
for every Christian. That they would hear pure Christian teaching with repentance and
faith and a sincere desire to live according to it. Doctrine and life always, always,
always go together. They cannot be separated.
Tonight, we will consider the 2nd and 3rd Petitions of the Lord’s Prayer. The 2nd
Petition, or request, is “Thy Kingdom come.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
Answer: “The kingdom of God certainly comes by itself without our prayer,
but we pray in this petition that it may come to us also.”
Once again, we see a similar idea as we heard in the 1st Petition and we’ll hear again
in the 3rd Petition. God’s name is holy in itself, God’s kingdom comes by itself, and
God’s will is done (i.e., 3rd Petition) all without our prayers. In other words, we don’t
make God’s name holy or bring God’s kingdom or make His will happen because of
our prayers or other good works. God’s name is holy in itself, God Himself
establishes His kingdom, and God accomplishes His will whether we pray or not. But
we Christians want these things to happen to us: His name kept holy, His kingdom
come, and His will be done, so that we may live godly lives now and into eternity.
Thus we pray boldly and confidently that these things will happen because God has
promised to do these things. Thus, we pray joyously and courageously.
The follow-up question in the Catechism under the 2nd Petition is:
“How does God’s kingdom come?”
Answer: “God’s kingdom comes when our heavenly Father gives His Holy
Spirit, so that by His grace we believe His holy Word and lead godly lives here
in time and there in eternity.”
Notice the similarity between the answer given here in the 2nd Petition to that of the
question in the 1st Petition, “How is God’s name kept holy.” Both emphasize the pure
preaching and teaching of God’s Word heard and believed in faith coupled with the
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Christian living according to it. God’s kingdom is a kingdom of faith in the earth
created by the Holy Spirit resulting in a God pleasing life. The holy and precious
Gospel, strictly speaking, is the preaching and teaching of the life, death, and
resurrection of the Lord Jesus. God the Father sent His Son to redeem us from sin and
death and deliver us from the devil’s power. The Gospel is the power of God unto
salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.
But this Gospel also brings about a change of life, heart, mind, and habits. This is why
the teaching of the 10 Commandments cannot and must never be ignored or forgotten.
We do not earn forgiveness of sins or eternal life by keeping the Commandments.
That is given to us in Christ through the Gospel. But we must know how we forgiven,
redeemed, and sanctified children of God are to live in this world. The 10
Commandments are included in the Catechism’s phrase about the Word of God being
taught in its truth and purity. Godly Christian lives are defined by the parameters
established in the 10 Commandments. We don’t really have the time tonight to
consider each of the Commandments individually. But I do want to encourage you to
review the 10 Commandments with their Catechism explanations included in your
hymnal pp. 321-322. Or you can review them in Small Catechism published
separately (Hold up copy). If you don’t have one, let me know and I’ll get you one.
The Bible summarizes the Commandments as love for God and love for your fellow
man. The apostle Paul says love is the fulfilment of the Law in Romans 13:10. A
godly life in which God’s kingdom triumphs among us (LC III:54) is lived in
Christian love. May God the Spirit grant us this richly.
Now we consider the 3rd Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy will be done on earth as it
is in heaven.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
Answer: “The good and gracious will of God is done even without our prayer,
but we pray in this petition that it may be done among us also.”
The follow-up question in the Catechism under the 2nd Petition is:
“How is God’s will done?”
Answer: “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 firm in His Word and faith until we die. This is His good and gracious
will.”
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Under this petition, we begin to venture into the arena of spiritual warfare. In faith, we
desire that God’s name be kept holy among us, that His kingdom come to us, and that
His will be done among us. But the devil, the world, and our sinful flesh do not desire
these things. In fact, they openly resist them. The Bible teaches us “there will be
strange events (in our lives) if we are to abide in God’s will. We shall have to suffer
many thrusts and blows on that account from everything that seeks to oppose and
prevent the fulfillment of the first two petitions” (LC III:62) of the Lord’s Prayer. The
devil “chafes and rages as a fierce enemy with all his power and might” (LC III:62)
against us because we are children of God.
“He marshals all his subjects and, in addition, enlists the world and our own flesh as
his allies. For our flesh is in itself lazy and inclined to evil (Romans 7:18), even
though we have accepted and believe God’s Word. The world, however, is perverse
and wicked. So he provokes the world against us, fans and stirs the fire, so that he
may hinder and drive us back, cause us to fall, and again bring us under his power (II
Cor. 2:11; I Tim. 3:6-7). Such is his will, mind, and thought. He strives for this day
and night and never rests a moment. He uses all arts, wiles, ways, and means that he
can invent … For where God’s Word is preached, accepted, or believed and produces
fruit, there the holy cross cannot be missing” (LC III:62-63, 65).
Prayer, especially the Lord’s Prayer, and God’s Word are our protection. Remember
to whom we pray, God the Father. According to whose command and promise, Christ
our Lord and Savior. By whose grace and power, the Holy Spirit. We pray with all
boldness and confidence for if God stands with us and for us, who can stand against
us? Nothing and no one. “We (Christians) have this comfort and confidence: the
devil’s will and purpose and all our enemies shall and must fail and come to nothing,
no matter how proud, secure, and powerful they know themselves to be” (LC III:70).
God does all these good and saving things in our lives. You and all members of
Christ’s Church stand as intercessors for one another and for the world. The gates of
hell shall not prevail against us and Christ’s Church. Thanks be to God for your
prayers and godly lives that witness to the love of God in Christ 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
Oculi (Third Sunday in Lent)
March 7, 2021
Text: Luke 11:14–28
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Christian life is beset with struggles against sin, our own as well as the sins of
others, the allurements of the world, and yes, the devil and his fallen angels never give
us a moment’s peace. The writer of the book of Hebrews knew the doubts that God’s
people face on a daily, moment by moment basis. He was writing to first and early
second-generation Christians. There was never a golden age of Christianity when the
Christian Church wasn’t contending for the faith once for all delivered to the saints.
Listen to his admonition to struggling, discouraged Christians in Hebrews 12:1–4:
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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. 3Consider him who
endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow
weary or fainthearted. 4In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the
point of shedding your blood.
The author encouraged them to endure the long race of faith and obedience. They had
not yet shed blood for the name of Jesus. The battle was hard, but the victory was
assured. The best course of action, then and now, is to stay focused upon the Lord
Jesus Christ. Look to Jesus with unflinching determination. He endured the cross.
Rose from the dead. And now sits at the Father’s right hand in glory and majesty.
Look to Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith.
Looking to God has always been the attitude of God’s people. King David, in Psalm
25:15, part of today’s Introit, wrote, “My eyes are ever toward the Lord, for he will
pluck my feet out of the net.” The eyes that David and the writers to the Hebrew
Christians are referring to are the eyes of faith, not these wonderful creations of God
by which we are able to see the physical world around us. Those eyes are the wrong
organs of faith. The eyes of faith, which see the truth that permeates and transcends
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the physical world, are created through hearing God’s Word, believing it, and living
according to it. The eyes of faith are created by hearing the Word of God with a true,
sincere heart. Then you will be able to set your spiritual eyes toward the Lord Jesus
Christ, the author and perfector of your most precious faith. Right here at the
beginning of this sermon I want you to hear the essential take-home message. True
Christian faith and godly living begins, continues, and ends with hearing and
believing God’s Word. The Lord Jesus Himself declared, “Blessed rather are those
who hear the word of God and keep it!” (Luke 11:28).
But the devil is a master at creating doubt about God’s Word, the Bible in general, and
the saving Gospel in particular. In fact, Satan’s chief weapon against true Christian
faith is doubt about God’s Word. It all began in the Garden of Eden. Did God actually
say that you may not eat of any tree in the Garden? (Gen. 3:1). Doubt. Satan tried
something similar with Jesus during His wilderness fasting and temptation. According
to Matthew’s gospel, the devil said to Jesus twice, “If you are the Son of God …” God
the Father had Jesus to be His beloved Son when Jesus was baptized by John” (Matt.
3:17). But now, Satan is whispering, “If you are the Son of God!!” Doubt about God’s
Word! During the third temptation, Satan tried to get Jesus to doubt God the Father’s
will of saving the world through sufferings, death, and resurrection. Satan promised to
give the world to Jesus in exchange for a single act of idolatry. This way is so much
easier and simpler. Isn’t it? Unlike Adam and Eve, Jesus resisted the devil’s flaming
barbs of doubt and held firmly to God’s Word.
Even though Jesus defeated Satan during the wilderness temptation, he wasn’t
finished. The devil doesn’t give up. He won’t stop tempting us either. This is why
daily prayer and regular periods of fasting are so very important, even as our Lord
taught in the Sermon on the Mount.
The deep implantation of God’s Word in your hearts coupled with regular prayer and
fasting are the God-given means of resisting the devil’s temptations. On one occasion,
several of our Lord’s disciples failed to cast out a demon from a boy (Matt. 17:14–
21). When Jesus learned of their failure, the Lord cast out the demon and told the
disciples, “If ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain,
Remove hence to yonder place; and it shall remove; and nothing shall be impossible
unto you. Howbeit this kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting” (vs. 20–21).
I commend you all for being faithful in regular Church attendance. Encourage one
another to come together for prayer and worship as the book of Hebrews teaches us.
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And I also encourage you in daily prayer and regular periods of fasting, each
according to your unique circumstances and abilities. The devil doesn’t give up. And
we must remain vigilant! God’s Word keeps our eyes of faith open and sharp. Jesus
said in John 16:33, “Take heart, I have overcome the world.” And in Galatians 6:9,
the apostle Paul wrote, “And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season
we will reap, if we do not give up.” And James admonished Christ’s Church, “Submit
yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7).
Thanks be to God for the victory given to us in Christ Jesus our Lord. Through God’s
Word, our eyes of faith remain focused and strong.
Lest we think we can let down our guard against the devil’s temptations, we should
consider deeply the gospel text from Luke 11. Our Lord defeated a demon that had
enslaved a man with muteness. When the man, who couldn’t speak before began
speaking, some marveled. Some doubted and scoffed saying, “He casts out demons by
Beelzebul, the prince of demons, while others, to test him, kept seeking from him a
sign from heaven” (vs. 15–16). Satan was stirring up more doubt!
The doubt comes in at least two ways: First, if Jesus did cast out a demon, He did so
only by demonic powers. He’s merely using demonic powers to deceive everyone;
pretending to be from God, He’s really from the devil, casting out demon by
Beelzebul, the prince of demons. Second, even if Jesus did cast out a demon, we want
more signs. Doubt, doubt, more doubt about who Jesus is, the Son of God in human
flesh, doubt about what He came to do, deliver humanity from sin, death, and the
deceptions of the devil.
Listen to our Lord’s ingenious response to the devil’s doubts. Vs. 17–18, “Every
kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and a divided household falls. And if
Satan also is divided against himself, how will his kingdom stand? For you say that I
cast out demons by Beelzebul” (vs. 17–18). In a war, spiritual or physical, the last
thing you do is attack your allies who are helping you. It would be silly for Jesus to
cast out a demon if he’s working with the demons. In truth, this is the “finger of God”
says Jesus. This is a reference to Exodus 8:19. Pharaoh’s magicians recognized they
were being defeated during the plagues. So they declared “This is the finger of God.”
It was the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses who was overcoming the
kingdom of Satan. Notice Jesus uses God’s Word, the Old Testament, to defeat the
devil’s doubt. And by so doing, Jesus overcomes the devil. Jesus says in vs. 21–22,
“When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own palace, his goods are safe; but when
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one stronger than he attacks him and overcomes him, he takes away his armor in
which he trusted and divides his spoil” (vs. 22).
The Lord Jesus Christ is the Stronger One who plunders Satan’s kingdom. That is,
Jesus attacks and conquers the devil and his evil hordes and rescues us poor, trapped
sinners. Jesus plunders Satan’s kingdom and we Christian believers are set free!! We,
the baptized, are the plunder Jesus has collected for Himself through His death and
resurrection. Jesus would not leave us in misery and death. He Himself is our
deliverer, the Stronger One, who keep us safely in the palms of His hands. Thanks be
to God for His indescribable gifts!!
So here at the end we return back to where we began. The struggles of the Christian
life will not go away because you came to Church today. They didn’t for the Hebrew
Christians of the 1st century, they won’t for us in the 21st century. We must recognize
and understand this. It’s what God’s Word teaches us. So why come to Church? To be
strengthened and renewed in the grace and mercy and love of Christ Jesus our Lord
and Savior. He remains faithful to us especially when we struggle. He is the One who
powerfully invites us to come to Him, “Come unto Me all who labor and are heavy
laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). And your Church, your brothers and
sisters in arms, also stands with you and for you. Look around and see with the eyes
of faith! We are the body of Christ. Though the battle remains long and weary, the
victory remains ours. By coming together to hear His Word and receive His
Sacrament in the manner in which He commands, our eyes of faith are opened and
strengthened. Blessed, says Jesus, blessed are those who hear the word of God and
keep it (vs. 28). The take-home point is our Christian life begins, continues, and ends
through hearing God’s Word. Blessed are you dear saints. Keep your eyes ever fixed
toward the Lord Jesus Christ, the author and perfecter of your faith.
 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 10, 2021
Text: Lord’s Prayer; SC III, 4th Petition
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

This year’s sermon series is about prayer. The foundation of a good prayer life is
knowing that prayer is an activity of true Christian faith, that God in Christ has
commanded us to pray, that He has promised to hear and answer our prayer, and
finally, He has given us the perfect prayer to pray, the Lord’s Prayer. With this solid
foundation, we Christians can boldly and confidently pray to our heavenly Father as
dear children ask their dear father. God the Father loves us. The Father honors us
redeemed sinners with the privilege of calling upon His name and coming into His
presence whenever and as often as we will. No appointments are needed, no
preauthorization required, or any form of restriction. Such privileges of access are not
even granted by our earthly rulers, presidents, governors, judges, legislators,
administrators, and so forth. But God the Father gives us this honor and commands us
to use it. My goal throughout these sermons is to encourage you in your life of prayer.
The past couple of weeks we have considered the first 3 petitions of the Lord’s Prayer.
They center on God’s holy name, His kingdom, and His will. Through the revelation
of God’s Word, we know that God name is holy in itself, that God will establish His
kingdom when and where it pleases Him, and that nothing can stop or hinder His will
being accomplished in heaven and earth. As His redeemed children, we pray that
these things will happen to us and among us.
Before we look at the 4th Petition of the Lord’s Prayer in particular, I want to
introduce an important and timely theological category. And like all topics that are
truly Biblical and theological, they are absolutely practical and vital for day-to-day
life in this world and the world to come. What I am referring to is the three estates in
which we Christians live. They are the domestic estate, that is all things related to
house and home; the churchly estate which has to do with faith and life in Christ
through the Gospel; and the civil estate, that is all things associated with politics,
society, the economy, and government. God rules over all three estates. This must be
absolutely understood.
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Each of the estates has its own hierarchies, authority, and power. Though they are
related, they are distinct with each having its own goals and purposes. We mustn’t
confuse the three estates and bring that which is distinct for one estate into another.
For example, the Gospel of free forgiveness of sins cannot be the guiding principle in
civil government. According to Romans 13, civil authorities must exercise the power
of the sword, judging criminals, enacting just laws, promoting virtue and the common
good, all tempered with mercy. The government is not in the business of proclaiming
the forgiveness of sins or administering the sacraments. The Christian Church,
however, doesn’t use coercion or the power of the sword in proclaiming God’s
kingdom. The only authority the Church has is God’s Word, not constitutions, tax
code, zoning policy, and so forth.
The home is the place where the civil and the churchly estate coalesce the most
frequently and significantly. Christian husbands and wives seek to live together under
God’s love and forgiveness and raise their children in the fear and instruction of the
Lord; a just state recognizes the authority of the family. It’s in the state’s best interest
to protect the family for the sake of the larger society. Families also order their homes
according to the dictates of the state, pay their bills, obey city, state, and federal law,
and so forth. The foundation for both the Church and state is the family. That’s why
both estates have legitimate concerns about the families under their authority. So, each
of you as Christians lives under God’s authority in all three estates.
I chose to introduce the doctrine of the three estates during tonight’s sermon because
of the attention we will be giving to the 4th Petition, “Give us this day our daily
bread.” This petition explicitly focuses on the concerns of our earthly life. It certainly
touches upon the spiritual estate in the Church, but the primary focus is on the earthly
estates of family and civil life under government and law. Let’s look at it more
closely, “Give us this day our daily bread.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
Answer: “God certainly gives daily bread to everyone without our prayers,
even to all evil people, but we pray in this petition that God would lead us to
realize this and to receive our daily bread with thanksgiving.”
Once again we see that familiar pattern found in the first three petitions. These things,
God’s name being hallowed, God’s will being done, God’s kingdom coming, and now
God giving daily bread to everyone, all these things happen whether or not we pray.
They happen because of who God is. The Lord Jesus taught, in Matthew 5:45, early in

3

the Sermon on the Mount, that God the Father “makes his sun rise on the evil and on
the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust.” Did you notice that Jesus called
the sun the Father’s sun? And He chooses, out of His own nature to love and give to
all people, evil and good alike. He does this whether or not we pray. But as His
children, we pray that God would constantly remind us that He gives us His earthly
gifts freely and graciously so that we, in turn, may give Him true and sincere thanks.
Even in the area of earthly gifts, we confess that God the Father gives them all to us
by His grace without any merit or worthiness on our part. For such goodness, love,
and magnificence, we give our Father hearty thanks. This is an area we Christians
always need to be mindful. Our Christian faith is a grateful, thankful faith. For our
God is a rich, loving, and gracious God who gives more than we deserve. Our very
existence, that we live in body and soul, is pure 100% gift. We are a thanksgiving
people. Even though the world tries to sap away our gratitude and replace it with
resentment, entitlement, and selfishness. But not so in the Christian Church. We
receive our daily bread with thanksgiving for it is pure gift from our heavenly Father.
And that leads us to the follow-up question in the Catechism under the 4th Petition is:
“What is meant by daily bread?”
Answer: “Daily bread includes everything that has to do with the support and
needs of the body, such as food, drink, clothing, shoes, house, home, land,
animals, money, goods, a devout husband or wife, devout children, devout
workers, devout and faithful rulers, good government, good weather, peace,
health, self-control, good reputation, good friends, faithful neighbors, and the
like.”
This is the longest explanation in the entire Small Catechism. I think Luther did this
on purpose. God the Father is rich and generous in providing “everything that has to
do with the support and needs of the body.” He doesn’t just give a slice of bread and a
cup of water. No, He gives so much more. Not only food, but house and home, family,
nation, the entire world! God is exceedingly rich in His gifts.
The Catechism’s explanation lists everything needed for human flourishing in the
civil and domestic estates. When we pray the 4th Petition, we are praying for our
family, present and future, for our government, present and future, as well as for the
general welfare of the nation, the family, the weather, our health, even our reputations.
Often times, people will ask me to pray for good weather for the benefit of our
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farmers, ranchers, and the land in general. You are already doing that when you pray
the Lord’s Prayer! Or people will say we really need to pray for our government. We
are doing that in the Lord’s Prayer. For we realize that without a “permanent and
peaceful government” we would not be able to keep or use any of the earthly
abundance given to us by our Father (LC III:74).
A brief word of exhortation and instruction in this regard. Christians cannot support
ideologies that seek to undermine and destroy our government or any form of
legitimate government. I have in mind here groups like Black Lives Matters or Antifa
or large numbers of professors at universities or even some politicians. There is no
perfect form of government nor are there perfect civil servants. Our task as Christians
living in the domestic and civil estates is to pray for and support these institutions so
that they remain just and good. Ultimately, God the Father is the authority behind all
legitimate government; it is a gift of the Father. When government gets something
wrong, as it certainly will for it is filled with fallible, sinful people, work to change it.
But always continue to pray for the various parts of the civic and domestic estates.
Such prayers include: education, the economic sectors, private industry, military and
civil servants, the arts and sciences. And certainly for the strength and vitality of the
families in our land.
One further part of our life of prayer for the civic and domestic estates. For not only
pray for all that is good and noble in this earthly life, but we also pray against every
form of evil and destruction; this is the unique, particular vocation of the Christian
Church. Martin Luther, in the Large Catechism, wrote these very sobering words:
But this petition (i.e., 4th Petition) is especially directed also against our chief
enemy, the devil. For all his thought and desire is to deprive us of all that we
have from God or to hinder it. He is not satisfied to obstruct and destroy
spiritual government by leading souls astray with his lies and bringing them
under his power. He also prevents and hinders the stability of all government
and honorable, peaceable relations on earth. There he causes so much
contention, murder, treason, and war. He also causes lightning and hail to
destroy grain and cattle, to poison the air, and so on. In short, he is sorry if
anyone has a morsel of bread from God and eats it in peace” (LC III:80-81).
My goal is that all of you would be encouraged and strengthened in your life of
prayer. The world depends upon them for peace and prosperity. You may never
receive a word of thanks from the world for this good and noble vocation. But God
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the Father hears and answers your prayers. He is pleased and rejoices. His love and
good pleasure are reward enough. Not to mention His gifts of all 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
Laetare (Fourth Sunday in Lent)
March 14, 2021
Text: John 6:1–15
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The OT appointed for today is Exodus 16. The people of Israel are in a desperate
situation. They are tired, hungry, and ready to despair. 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
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 is the kind of sin which arises from thinking 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, from 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. We
pray in the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven” and “Give us
this day our daily bread.” God the Father promises that His good and gracious will
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shall be accomplished and that includes providing for all our spiritual and bodily
needs according to His wisdom and grace. Should we be interceding to God on behalf
of the three estates? Christ’s Church, the homes and families of our country, and the
civic realm which includes government, business sectors and economy, education,
agriculture, and broader culture? Absolutely. And she we not also be praying against
the societal confusion that has enthralled our culture, from the effects of the
pandemic, from the evils of human trafficking, pornography, drug abuse, the
dissolution of families, poverty, spiritual darkness and unbelief? Yes. Absolutely. But
not from a grumbling spirit of “we deserve better” but one of confidence and faith in
God. He is our heavenly Father. His will is always best.
This is one lesson we learn from Exodus 16. But there is another, and it’s the most
important. When reading the OT, a good rule of thumb is to ask the question, “What
does this passage teach me about Jesus, His Church, the Gospel, Christian faith, and
so forth.” Exodus 16:12 says, “At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you
shall be filled with bread. Then you shall know that I am the Lord your God.” The
food that God provides His OT people in the wilderness was meant not only to satisfy
their physical hunger but to show them that God is their God, their Savior. The manna
in the wilderness was foreshadowing of a greater bread to come. This bread would
show them Jesus. This is how the Lord Jesus Himself instructs us to read the OT in
general but this passage in particular. Listen to John 6:32–35:
32

Jesus then said to them (i.e.,. the crowd that had been fed miraculously with
bread and fish), “Truly, truly, I say to you, it was not Moses who gave you the
bread from heaven, but my Father gives you the true bread from heaven. 33For
the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the
world.” 34They said to him, “Sir, give us this bread always.” 35Jesus said to
them, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and
whoever believes in me shall never thirst.
Jesus is the bread of life. The manna in the wilderness, which God’s people ate
everyday for 40 years, was a prophetic preview of Jesus and the Bread of Life which
He gives for the world, namely, Himself. And this is how we should read and think
about Christ feeding the 5,000 with bread and fish, today’s NT reading from John 6.
Jesus provides for His people with Himself by the grace and power of His Word.
Let’s consider the gospel text from John 6. A very large crowd was following Jesus
because of the signs and wonders He had been doing. The Lord asked Philip, one of
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His disciples, “Where are we to buy bread, so that these people my eat?” (vs. 5).
Philip had a very practical outlook on things and said they had about two hundred
denarii, roughly 7 months’ worth of wages. Hardly enough to feed the crowd which
we are told later in vs. 10 was about 5,000 men, not counting women and children.
The crowd 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 and brought them to Jesus with the disclaimer, “…but what are they for so
many?” (vs. 9).
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 Jesus had much
more in mind than simply providing a single meal for a single day. 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. Remember, just a few
moments ago, I prefaced John 6 with teaching from Exodus 16 and from John 6:32 –
35. Jesus is the Bread of Heaven.
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.
We Lutherans are quite accustomed to the idea of Christians needing God’s Word.
One of the solas of the Reformation is Sola Scriptura, Scripture alone. The Lord Jesus
resisted the devil’s wilderness temptation by quoting the Deuteronomy 8:3, “Man
shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God”
(Matt. 4:4). We must hold to this teaching fervently. God’s Word alone is the only
infallible standard of faith and Christian practice. A great hymn worth memorizing is
“God Word Is Our Great Heritage” (LSB 582). It has but one stanza and a memorable
tune.
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God’s Word is our great heritage
And shall be ours forever;
To spread its light from age to age
Shall be our chief endeavor.
Through life it guides our way,
In death it is our stay.
Lord, grant, while worlds endure,
We keep its teachings pure
Throughout all generations.
God’s Word guides us on our way through this world to the next. That’s why we must
keep its teachings pure in preaching, catechesis, and Bible study. For our sake and the
salvation of future generations. And yet, there is another part of keeping God’s Word
that we must keep before us: the right use of the sacraments.
The feeding of the 5,000 in John 6 is not the Lord’s Supper. But this feeding miracle
is described in language that is very similar to the words used in the Lord’s Supper.
The verbs used in John 6 and in the words of Institution are virtually the same. Listen
to vs. 11, “Jesus then took bread, and when he had given thanks, he distributed them
to those who were seated.” Now listen to the beginning of the Words of Institution,
“Our Lord Jesus Christ, on the night when He was betrayed, took bread, and when He
had given thanks, He broke it and gave it to the disciples and said: “Take, eat; this is
My body…’” As Biblical Christians, we must give attention to receiving the Lord’s
Supper regularly and frequently. Jesus commanded us to receive it often for we need
the forgiveness of sins often, day by day as He teaches us in the Lord’s Prayer. The
Christian Church, in her wisdom and piety, has adopted the practice of offering Holy
Communion every Sunday in addition to every Sunday sermons! Word and Sacrament
go together. Many of our communion hymns use the imagery and language of Jesus
being the Bread of Heaven or the Bread of Life. One of our distribution hymns today
is “Lord Jesus Christ, Life-Giving Bread” (LSB 625) is well worth learning, maybe
even memorizing. Listen to stanza 1 with Exodus 16, John 6, and the Words of
Institution in mind:
Lord Jesus Christ, life-giving bread,
May I in grace possess You.
Let me with holy food be fed,
In hunger I address You.
Prepare me well for You, O Lord,
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And, humbly by my prayer implored,
Give me Your grace and mercy.
The Lord Jesus is our God and Savior. He provides for all our needs of body and soul.
As people born again through the living and abiding Word of God, let our
commitment and love for God’s Word and Sacraments grow and deepen.
 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
Lent IV–Midweek (members of Immanuel Burns, Zion Grover, Grace Pine Bluffs present)
March 17, 2021
Text: Lord’s Prayer; SC III, 5th & 6th Petitions
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

We have covered much over these past few weeks. I trust that you see the great
importance the Lord has placed upon your prayers. He has commanded us to pray,
promised to answer them, and provided the perfect prayer, the Lord’s Prayer. The
world depends upon your prayers. The three estates which God the Holy Trinity
established and ordained for ordered life in this world leading into the next are served
in large measure by your prayers. Day by day, we Christians pray for homes and
families (the domestic estate), for governments, magistrates, all forms of useful labor
and learning, military, agriculture, and the business sectors (the civic estate), and
finally, for the growth of Christ’s holy Church, the preaching of the gospel, and the
extension of God’s kingdom among us (the churchly estate).
We pray for and intercede on behalf of the three estates out of love for God and man;
this is the positive part of our prayers. At the same time, we pray against every form
of evil that seeks to undermine the three estates; our motivation is the same, love for
God and man. This is the negative part of our prayers. We Christians are enrolled in a
spiritual battle between the powers of darkness and God’s kingdom of light. Because
of Christ’s perfect death and resurrection, the outcome of this war is determined. But
the battle rages on until the Last Day.
We Christians are victorious and triumphant in Christ. That must be known and
believed. A few hours before Jesus died for the sins of the world, Jesus instructed His
disciples that the ruler of this world, the devil, is judged (John 16:11) and He (i.e.,
Jesus) has overcome the world (John 16:33). And the apostle John, having heard those
words directly from Jesus, wrote in his first epistle two things that we Christians
ought never forget. The first is that the reason why Christ Jesus came into this world
was to destroy the works of the devil (I John 3:8). Second, our faith in Christ has
overcome the world (I John 5:4). Through faith in Christ Jesus, we are victorious. But
the days are long, the battle difficult, and it’s easy to grow weary. Our consciences
become burdened because we have sinned against others. And they have sinned
against us. Day by day, we need to refreshing strength and peace of Christ’s Gospel.
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Keeping in mind this on-going spiritual struggle, we turn to the 5th and 6th petitions of
the Lord’s Prayer. In them, we find strength for the journey through this world into
the glorious inheritance of the New Creation. Before we look at these two petitions in
more detail, I need to highlight a significant change in the pattern and structure of the
Catechism’s explanations. The four previous petitions had this unique, consistent
pattern of praying for things that will happen even if we do not pray. So, God’s name
is holy in itself without our prayers, God’s kingdom comes without our prayers, God’s
will is accomplished without our prayers, and God provides daily bread to all people
even unbelievers without our prayers. But we Christians pray those four petitions in
faith asking for them to be done in our lives because we want them to be done among
us, to us, and for us so that our entire life may be lived in all three estates in joyful
courage and godly thanksgiving. Our prayers don’t make these godly things happen.
But we seek and ask for them because they contain God’s blessing and life.
The remaining petitions require and assume the new birth of the Holy Spirit through
faith in Jesus. While we Christians pray all of the petitions in faith, these last petitions
are uniquely based upon the promises of the gospel and life in the Spirit. They
uniquely represent the Christian life. So, we consider the 5th Petition of the Lord’s
Prayer, “And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
Answer: “We pray in this petition that our Father in heaven would not look at
our sins, or deny our prayer because of them. We are neither worthy of the
things for which we pray, nor have we deserved them, but we ask that He
would give them all to us by grace, for we daily sin much and surely deserve
nothing but punishment. So we too will sincerely forgive and gladly do good to
those who sin against us.”
The forgiveness of sins has been won for the entire world through the death and
resurrection of Jesus. That is the heart and core of the Gospel. Our prayer for
forgiveness does not create forgiveness. But Christians know, through the divine
testimony of Holy Scripture, that in Christ Jesus there is full and completely
forgiveness. So we seek it, day by day. Christians pray this prayer because they
believe the Gospel and have received the “washing of regeneration and renewal of the
Spirit” in Christian baptism, as described in Titus 3:5.
Thank be to God that our Father “has given us the Gospel, in which is pure
forgiveness before we prayed or even thought about it. But the purpose of this prayer
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is that we recognize and receive such forgiveness” (LC III:88). Herein lies the
struggle of Christian faith and life in the Spirit. “The flesh in which we daily live is of
such a nature that it neither trusts nor believes God. It is ever active in evil lusts and
devices, so that we sin daily in word and deed by what we do and fail to do. By this
the conscience is thrown into unrest, so that it is afraid of God’s wrath and
displeasure. So it loses the comfort and confidence derived from the Gospel.
Therefore, it is always necessary that we run here and receive consolation to comfort
the conscience again” (LC III:89).
By praying this petition day after day, we are constantly reminded that we live under
the love and grace in all areas of life. For this reason, we also seek to bestow
forgiveness to one another. We daily sin much and deserve nothing but punishment.
And yet, the Father forgives us freely because of Jesus. Having been so loved and
forgiven, we seek to forgive sincerely and do good to those who have sinned against
us. “As we forgive those who trespass against us” is a comforting reminder that the
readiness to forgive is not only God’s will and attitude toward the world, but it
becomes our will and attitude toward our neighbor. Our desire and willingness to
forgive those who sin against us serves as “a sign (or testimony of the Holy Spirit)
alongside the promise (of the Gospel)” (LC III:96).
The Lord Jesus taught us about this blessed reciprocity of being forgiven by God and
then, in turn, seeking to forgive one another. “For if you forgive others their
trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but it you do not forgive others
their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matt. 6:14–15). We
do not earn forgiveness by forgiving others. Christ alone, by His death and
resurrection, earned forgiveness for the world. We seek to give that which we have
freely received. To withhold forgiveness unjustly is inconsistent with the Gospel of
Jesus. The comfort of this 5th Petition is that not only are we free from the
condemnation of our sins through Christ but we are also set free from exacting
retribution and punish from those who sin against us. Only the gospel of the free
forgiveness of sin can give such glorious liberty.
Even though we know the freedom of the Gospel, we still live in this fallen, corrupted
world, face the temptations of our sinful nature, and must withstand the attacks of the
devil. Let us, then, consider the 6th Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “And lead us not into
temptation.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
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Answer: “God tempts no one. We pray in this petition that God would guard
and keep us so that the devil, the world, and our sinful nature may not deceive
us or mislead us into false belief, despair, and other great shame and vice.
Although we are attacked by these things, we pray that we may finally
overcome them and win the victory.”
According to Scripture, we daily struggle against the temptations of the flesh, of the
world, and of the devil (LC III:101). As Christian believers, “we dwell in the flesh and
carry the old Adam about our neck. He exerts himself and encourages us daily to
unchastity, laziness, gluttony and drunkenness, greed and deception, to defraud our
neighbor and to overcharge him” as described in Gal. 5:19-21, Col. 3:5-8, etc. (LC
III:102).
“Next comes the world, which offends us in word and deed. It drives us to anger and
impatience. In short, there is nothing but hatred and envy, hostility, violence and
wrong, unfaithfulness, vengeance, cursing, railing, slander, pride and haughtiness,
with useless finery, honor, fame, and power” (LC III:103). The NT authors, James and
John both wrote that friendship with the world means enmity with God (James 4:4; I
John 2:15).
Finally, “then comes the devil, pushing and provoking in all directions. But he
especially agitates matters that concern the conscience and spiritual affairs. He leads
us to despise and disregard God’s Word and works. He tears us away from faith, hope,
and love, and he brings us into misbelief, false security, and stubbornness…” (LC
III:104). It is not without reason that the apostle Paul admonished the Ephesian
Christians to put on the full armor of God that we might be able to stand in the evil
day against the devil’s schemes and deflect his fiery darts (Eph. 6:10–18). St. Paul
concludes this powerful admonition with “praying at all times in the Spirit, with all
prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making
supplication for all the saints…” We resist the temptations of the devil, the world, and
our sinful flesh and find victory through faith in Christ coupled with the two-edged
sword of God’s Word and fervent prayer.
One final distinction must be made. “To feel temptation is a far different thing from
consenting or yielding to it. We must feel it…or it could not be called a temptation”
(LC III:107, 108). Though we know and feel temptations powerfully, we “take hold of
the Lord’s Prayer, and speak to God from the heart…” (LC III:110). We have God’s
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promise from James 4:7, “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he
will flee from you.”
The honor given to each of you as God’s redeemed child is truly amazing. May the
Lord continue to raise us up to be powerful intercessors for the glory of His name and
the salvation of His redeemed 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
Judica (Fifth Sunday in Lent)
March 21, 2021
Text: Genesis 22:1–14
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The history of Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac is one of the most joyful and troubling
portions of the Bible. The Lord God called Abram, so he was called at first, to leave
behind everything he knew in his own country, his family and society, and his false
gods. The Lord gave a wonderful promise to Abram as he was leaving Haran, “I will
make of you a great nation…and in you all the nations of the earth shall be blessed:
(Gen. 12:1–3). The Lord led him to the land of Canaan, down to Egypt, and then back
to Canaan. Lot, Abraham’s nephew, and his family joined Abraham and Sarah. At
least a couple of decades went by and Abraham and Sarah were still childless. How
was the Lord to raise up a great nation from Abraham’s lineage if they didn’t have any
children? There are a number of twists and turns to this story, but the Lord eventually
visits Abraham and Sarah through an angel announcing that Sarah will give birth to
son in nine months. Both Abraham and Sarah laugh when they heard the promise of
that Sarah would give birth to a son. She was 90 years old and Abraham 100!
In the due course of time, it became obvious that Sarah was pregnant and eventually
gave birth to a son whom they named Isaac. His name means “he laughs”, a fitting
name to be sure. The Bible calls Isaac, the son of promise. Even as all true, Christian
believers are likewise called “children of promise” (Galatians 4:23, 28). Isaac’s birth
was a miracle in the truest sense of the world; 90-year-old women don’t get pregnant.
Our new birth into Christ Jesus through the gospel is likewise a miracle of God’s
grace and love. We humans being who are spiritually dead in trespasses and sins
awaiting a physical death don’t suddenly become spiritually alive. Every Christian is a
miracle. Christians aren’t made through being born in a predominantly Christian land
to Christian parents, though those are wonderful gifts of our heavenly Father. No,
Christians are supernaturally born by the ministry of the Holy Spirit working through
Christ’s Gospel. We are all Isaacs. Children of promise. Children of joy. Does not
Jesus say in Luke 15 that the angels rejoice in heaven over sinners who repent and
believe in Jesus?!
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All of this wonderful, joyful history. But now the troubling side of Abraham and
Isaac’s history. Today’s OT reading records Abraham’s trial of faith. The Lord God
called out to Abraham, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go
to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains
of which I shall tell you” (vs. 2). Can you feel the power behind those words, “your
only son…whom you love”? Isaac was the son of promise and laughter. Now the son
of anguish and trial. Not because of anything Isaac did. But because of God Himself?
And this is the real difficulty. In one sense, God has become Abraham’s enemy. He,
that is God, is taking away the very son of promise, the Son whom God gave
miraculously through whom all the families of the earth would be blessed.
It’s arguable that the test of Abraham and the trial of the Syrophoenician woman in
the NT gospels (Matthew 15, Mark 7) are the most difficult in all of Scripture. The
reason I say this is that in both cases, the adversary is God Himself. God commanded
Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. The Lord Jesus was silent and dismissive of the
Syrophoenician woman’s request to heal her daughter of demon oppression. And yet,
and here is where we must set our eyes of faith, God proves Himself to be true and
faithful under the very appearance of hostility and adversity. God remains true.
We Christians, especially living in the wealth and prosperity of 21 st century America,
need to be reminded that God’s good and gracious will is often experienced with
difficult and many, many bitter trials. Trials that God Himself brings upon us.
Abraham didn’t ask for this test. The Syrophoenician woman sought God’s grace in
Christ not His severity. But the Biblical saints knew God’s grace often came under the
form of trial, judgment, and suffering. Listen to these Bible passages which illustrate
that God works through both judgment and grace in our lives.
Deuteronomy 32:39
39
“‘See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I make
alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of my hand.
Hosea 6:1
1
“Come, let us return to the LORD; for he has torn us, that he may heal us; he has
struck us down, and he will bind us up.
Psalm 60:1–5
1
O God, you have rejected us, broken our defenses; you have been angry; oh,
restore us. 2You have made the land to quake; you have torn it open; repair its
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breaches, for it totters. 3You have made your people see hard things; you have
given us wine to drink that made us stagger. 4You have set up a banner for those
who fear you, that they may flee to it from the bow. 5That your beloved ones may
be delivered, give salvation by your right hand and answer us!
I share the Biblical witness that we may know better how God works in and through
trial and testing, breaking and healing, even death and resurrection to prove us and
refine us. I am not suggesting that we seek out trials and testing. God Himself works
this in our lives when and where He wills. We pray in the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy will be
done.” The Bible reminds us that God accomplishes His will for the salvation of His
people and the glory of His name. At times, His will is joyous and easy. Other times,
it is hard. St. Augustine described God’s work in his life as a “severe mercy.”
God does this work in our lives to bring us closer to Himself. The apostle Paul wrote
how God used the adversities of his life to bring him into a greater and more joyous
knowledge of Christ Jesus. At one point in his missionary work, Paul had been
arrested unjustly for preaching about Jesus. He had broken no law. But he suffered
nonetheless for his faith and faithfulness to Jesus. Listen to these words which he
wrote to the Philippian Christians while in jail (Philippians 3:7–11):
7

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8Indeed, I count
everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish,
in order that I may gain Christ 9and be found in him, not having a righteousness of
my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the
righteousness from God that depends on faith— 10that I may know him and the
power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his
death, 11that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.
Paul shared in Christ’s sufferings so that He could also participate in Christ’s
resurrection. The Holy Spirit gave these saints the faith to trust and believe in God
even when it meant bitter suffering. Throughout Lent, we sing as a prayer the hymn
“On My Heart Imprint Your Image”. We mustn’t forget it’s the image of the crucified
and resurrected Jesus. Even when it looks like God has abandoned us, He is, in fact,
upholding us with His love, drawing ever closer to Himself.
Abraham went to Mount Moriah to sacrifice his son, Isaac. But at the fateful moment,
the Lord stayed Abraham’s hand, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to
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him, for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, you
only son, from me” (Gen. 22:12). God provided a sacrifice that day, a ram caught in a
thicket. Isaac would not die but live. And through Isaac and his posterity, the Lord
Jesus Christ would be born, the Savior of the world.
And it’s here that we must recall the singular event that gives meaning to all suffering,
to all of God’s works and ways in the world. It’s the suffering, death, and resurrection
of Jesus. Isaac was the son of promise, the only son, the beloved son. Those
descriptions ought to perk our Christian ears. What Isaac was in prophetic
foreshadowing, the Lord Jesus fulfills in redemptive substance. For Jesus is the Son of
promise; beginning at Genesis 3:15, God the Father promised that the divine seed of
the woman would crush the devil’s head and undo all his evil. Jesus is the only Son of
God the Father, conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. In the
perfection of the Divine Trinity, the Father and the Son knew and loved each other
though the Holy Spirit. Jesus is the beloved, only begotten Son of promise. The
Father’s love for His Son was and is infinitely more powerful and full than our love
for our husbands and wives and children.
And yet, the Father gave His one and only begotten Son, whom He loved in
perfection, over to suffering and death that the world might be redeemed. The Lord
gave Abraham a ram in the thicket to save Isaac from death. There would be no
substitutionary sacrifice to save Jesus from death. He Himself is the sacrifice, given
by the Father in love to save Abraham, the Canaanite woman, you, me and all
believers in Christ; His death was our death, His suffering our suffering, His
resurrection from the dead our resurrection. Hebrews 9:14 reminds us that Jesus
offered His own blood to His heavenly Father through the eternal Spirit in order to
“purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.” God purifies our
conscience through the death and resurrection of Jesus. It’s not always easy. But it is
always good. God the Father brings us through the trials and joys of life in this world.
The adversities we face in this world are preparing us for greater and deeper joy in
this world and the world to come. For now in Christ, we are His beloved children; His
children of joy and promise.
 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 – Kimball, NE
Lent V–Midweek (members of Immanuel Burns, St. John’s Kimball, Grace Pine Bluffs present)
March 24, 2021
Text: Lord’s Prayer; SC III, 6th Petition & Conclusion
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

We have finally come to the end of our sermonic journey through the various petitions
of the Lord’s Prayer and the Small Catechism’s explanations. My prayer and hope has
been that all of you would be encouraged and strengthened in your prayer life. There
is no greater work given to us as God’s children than to enter into the Father’s holy
presence to bring our petitions and intercession before Him. The apostle Peter
encouraged the Christians of His day, Christians who were suffering for their faith in
Jesus, when he wrote:
“…5you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to
be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through
Jesus Christ…9But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a
people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (I Peter 2:5, 9).
Through your baptism in Christ, you have been born again into the holy priesthood of
the redeemed. Your spiritual sacrifices of prayer, praise, and thanksgiving are
acceptable to the Father. By the anointing of the Holy Spirit, all of you are brought
into the royal priesthood that proclaims the excellencies of Christ who called you out
of the darkness of the devil’s domain into the glorious liberty of the Father’s kingdom.
Your intercessions are the bulwark that stops the devil’s rampage against Christ’s
Church, the homes and families of the world, and the entire civic sphere; the three
estates I introduced a couple of weeks ago (the church, the home, the civic estates).
It is no small gift that we Christians give to the world in our prayers and intercessions
whether they be prayed at home, in private, or in public during our worship services.
The world takes no note of our prayers. But God the Father does. He works through
our prayers to accomplish His good purposes.
The devil and his evil horde despise and fear your prayers. He works to hinder them,
to stop them outright through temptations to sin, by defiling your conscience with
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your sins and the sins of others, and through the sloth and indolence of our sinful flesh
which do not want to hallow God’s name or let His kingdom come.
All of this emphasizes the importance of the 6th Petition of the Lord’s Prayer which
we are highlighting tonight. We can rightly say that in the 6th Petition “the entire
substance of all our prayer is directed against our chief enemy (the devil). For it is he
who hinders among us everything that we pray for: God’s name or honor, God’s
kingdom and will, our daily bread, a cheerful conscience, and so forth” (LC III:113).
The 6th Petition of the Lord’s Prayer is, “But deliver us from evil.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
Answer: “We pray in this petition, in summary, that our Father in heaven
would rescue from every evil of body and soul, possessions and reputation, and
finally, when our last hour comes, give us a blessed end, and graciously take
form this valley of sorrow to Himself in heaven.”
We pray this petition, the entire Lord’s Prayer, and every prayer that arises from our
hearts to the Father in heaven seeking His deliverance and rescue “from every evil of
body and soul, possessions and reputation.” The Father Himself is our only salvation.
He is our deliverance from evil and the evil one, the devil. We cannot stand against
evil in our strength; that would be folly. Instead, we look to the Lord who is our
strength and shield, our very present help in the day of trouble. The devil seeks to
destroy and corrupt everything good and worthy. We recognize that without the
Father’s protection, we would not be able to eat a single meal in peace. Our families
and our country would be destroyed. Suffering and misery would be the common,
everyday experience of every human being. Without the Father answering our prayers
and delivering us from the evil of the evil one, there would be no Christian Church, no
gospel, no proclamation of forgiveness preached or heard, no sacraments, no hope of
the resurrection unto eternal life.
But we have the sure and certain confidence that our Father hears our prayer
especially the Lord’s Prayer for it is the prayer given to us by His beloved Son, the
Lord Jesus. He is the foundation and certainty of our life and salvation from evil.
Good Friday and Easter signal to all heaven and earth that the problem of sin and
death is resolved. The apostle Paul wrote to the Roman Christians in Romans 8:1–2,
“1There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 2For the
law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death.”
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The Holy Spirit has released us from sin and death through Christ Jesus. When we
pray the 6th petition, we are asking that our Father keep us safe and secure in the
loving hands of Jesus as we journey through this valley of the shadow of death. And
when physical death comes to us, that He would give us a blessed end, meaning a
blessed death.
For Christians, a blessed death is not what we typically what people imagine. You
know, going to bed at night and dying in peaceful sleep. There’s nothing wrong with
that. But an unbeliever can experience that kind of physical death, but his death is not
blessed. No, a blessed death is one in which the person is a believer in Christ Jesus.
When the believer dies, by whatever means physical death comes to him, he or she is
taken immediately into the presence of Jesus. According to the psalmist in Psalm
116:15 and the apostle John in Revelation 14:13, precious and blessed is the death of
every Christian believer. Everyday we are praying for the Lord’s protection through
every twist and turn of this earthly life as well as asking for a death that ushers us into
Christ’s loving presence. Because of Christ’s death and resurrection, we confess
boldly and courageously that we need not fear death. Christ Jesus came to this earth to
save sinners and to destroy him who has the power of death, the evil one, the devil
(Heb. 2:14). To pray “but deliver us from evil” is to believe that Christ is risen from
the dead and will return on the Last Day to take us to Himself in heaven.
Now we come to the Conclusion to the Lord’s Prayer, “For thine is the kingdom and
the power and the glory forever and ever. Amen.”
The Catechism question is “What does this mean?”
Answer: “This means that I should be certain that these petitions are pleasing to
our Father in heaven, and are heard by Him; for He Himself has commanded us
to pray in this way and has promised to hear us. Amen, amen means ‘yes, yes,
it shall be so.’”
Throughout the Bible we see this pattern of closing prayers, psalms, and
thanksgivings with words of doxology and praise. For example, after David collected
offerings for the construction of the Temple, he offered these words of thanksgiving
and worship in I Chronicles 29:10–13. Listen to the similar language found in the
conclusion to the Lord’s Prayer:
10

Therefore David blessed the LORD in the presence of all the assembly. And
David said: “Blessed are you, O LORD, the God of Israel our father, forever and
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ever. 11Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the
victory and the majesty, for all that is in the heavens and in the earth is yours.
Yours is the kingdom, O LORD, and you are exalted as head above all. 12Both
riches and honor come from you, and you rule over all. In your hand are power and
might, and in your hand it is to make great and to give strength to all. 13And now
we thank you, our God, and praise your glorious name.
It is with joyful, heartful devotion we bring the Lord’s Prayer to a conclusion. The
kingdom, the power, and the glory are truly possessions belonging to our God and
King. Each of the petitions serves the advancement of His eternal kingdom. God the
Father is all-powerful and mighty. He has more than enough strength and wisdom to
answer them even more abundantly than we could possibly imagine. His glory and
majesty saturate the heaven and earth. It is most fitting that we who are created in His
image and renewed after the likeness of Christ lead all creation in declaring God’s
glory.
The last word of the Lord’s Prayer is “amen”, that great word of faith. Amen doesn’t
mean the prayer is over though it typically comes at the end of prayers. Rather, it says
we believe the prayer has been heard and will be answered as the Father has promised.
And so we come full circle to where we began over a month ago. The confidence and
certainty of our prayer rests upon these things: 1) God has commanded us to pray, 2)
He has promised to hear and answer our prayers, and 3) Christ Himself has given us
the perfect prayer that we are to pray day by day until He brings us to Himself in
heaven. But I have been holding out on you. There is a fourth factor that emboldens
and strengthens our prayer. For not only has God commanded us to pray, promised to
hear us, and provided us with the perfect prayer, but the Christ Jesus and the Holy
Spirit, the 2nd and 3rd Person of the Trinity, intercedes with us and for as we pray to
the Father. Listen to these most encouraging words from Romans 8:26–27, 34:
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.
34

Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who
was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us.
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Dear saints of God, I rejoice and thanks for you all when I remember you in my
prayers. For I know that God works through you as His royal priesthood. You are
more precious than all the combined wealth of the world. The Lord bless you and
strengthen you as you continue to serve one another in love through prayer to the
glory of our heavenly Father.
 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
Palm Sunday/Sunday of the Passion
March 28, 2021
Text: John 12:12–19
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today begins our week of weeks. Holy Week. The single most important week in the
liturgical life of the Christian Church. All of salvation history finds its focus and
touchstone with these days and events in the life of the Lord Jesus Christ. The past
was moving forward to Holy Week. Our present finds its meaning in Holy Week. The
future has no significance without Holy Week. To be blunt, I am struggling for words
to describe adequately the importance of these days in the life of Jesus and for His
Church.
It’s not that these calendar days, in themselves, are more holy than other days. That’s
true of Easter Sunday too. Next Sunday’s celebration of the resurrection of Jesus is
not somehow more holy than any other Sunday. We don’t get more of Jesus on Easter
or more of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost Sunday. Good Friday doesn’t give us more
forgiveness than any-o-given Monday from the rest of the year. Rather, the faith we
have in Jesus, the on-going presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives, the peace of
forgiveness that we received day after day, the daily victories we have in Christ Jesus,
and the love we receive from God the Father are all made available to us and to the
entire world because of the events we are celebrating this week. The past, the present,
and the future all coalesce, or meld together, in the glorious events of this week.
Heaven and earth rejoices because of this week. Let us rejoice in it too.
And I can’t help but add a comment comparing this Holy Week with last year’s Holy
Week. Last year, we had restricted church services without Holy Communion. Our
dual parish was not able to gather publicly for Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and
Easter Vigil service. They were offered only on-line. Immanuel didn’t have an Easter
Sunday service last year because of the combined concerns of the weather and the
pandemic; that fact still haunts me to this day. Easter morning, St. John’s had two
non-communion worship services, no special music, no Easter breakfast or Egg Hunt
for children. It just wasn’t the same. Don’t misunderstand what I’m saying, the Lord
Jesus hadn’t abandoned His Church. As I’ve already said, we didn’t have less of
Jesus.
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If I may be so bold! From our human perspective, the Lord Jesus may have been more
active! Holding us, supporting us, calming our fears and doubts. A year ago, our needs
were somewhat different than they are today. On the other hand, they remain the
same. We still need our Savior Jesus as much then as now. The devil hasn’t stopped
his onslaught against faith and goodness in the Church or the world. Our personal
lives are filled with fears, doubts, uncertainties mixed with joys and hopes. I share this
reverie in order to remind us that during this forthcoming week, the most precious and
eternal gifts of God are celebrated with greater pageantry. Participate in as many
services as you can remembering that in them and through them we are celebrating
our past, present, and future. The truth of who we are as God’s people and the glory
that awaits us in the Father’s eternal kingdom will be celebrated with great joy and
fervency. The God alone be glory through Jesus Christ our Lord.
The life and ministry of the Lord Jesus had been building up for this climatic week.
All of the miracles, the teaching in town after town in Israel, the promises of hope and
forgiveness pointed forward to something greater to come. The people in Jerusalem
and the surrounding regions knew they were on the cusp of something really big. A
few days earlier, in the town of Bethany, about two miles east of Jerusalem, Jesus had
raised Lazarus from the dead. Nothing like it had been heard of before! The Old
Testament Scriptures recorded a few resurrections from the dead but not someone
who had been dead for 4 days. And yet, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead,
commanding him to come forth from death back to life with the voice and authority of
God Himself. Before that great event happened, Jesus said remarkable, powerful
words that have been informing everything I’ve been saying about the importance of
this week.
Jesus said to Martha, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha said to him, “I know that
he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day” (John 11:23–24). Martha
believed in the bodily resurrection. But that was still in the future. Now, Martha was
right in her theology. On the Last Day, all the dead will be raised back to life.
Believers to eternal joy and glory, unbelievers to eternal shame and punishment.
Martha believed in Jesus, but she didn’t understand completely who He was and what
He came to do. So “Jesus said to her, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever
believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes
in me shall never die’” (John 11:25–26). Jesus and Martha are, almost quite literally,
standing in the face of Lazarus’ death. And Jesus proclaims that everyone who
believes in Him as Lord and Savior will never die because He Himself is the
resurrection and the life. These are staggering words. Jesus isn’t simply saying that He
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can raise the dead, Old Testament prophets had done that, but He is the resurrection.
Jesus isn’t merely alive; He is life itself. There is no life, no resurrection from the
dead apart from Jesus. Because He is resurrection and life, the Lord Jesus can rightly
declare to Martha and to everyone of us here and every Christian believe past, present,
future, that even though we may die physically, we will not experience death itself.
We are forever alive in Christ Jesus who is resurrection and life.
After making this bold claim, the Lord Jesus asked Martha if she believed this (vs.
26b). In response and by the grace of the Holy Spirit, Martha confessed her faith and
trust in Jesus with words Christians have been using ever since. Vs. 27, “She said to
him, ‘Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into
the world.’”
Shortly after these great events, Jesus prepared to enter Jerusalem on the Sunday
before the Passover. We call this Sunday, Palm Sunday. John’s gospel teaches us that
a large crowd heard that Jesus was going to Jerusalem (12:12). In John 12:17–18, we
learn the large crowd is there following Jesus because they knew He had raised
Lazarus from the dead! Palm Sunday must be understood in the light of Jesus raising
Lazarus from the dead. Because of that miracle and everything that had been
happening in Jesus’ ministry for the previous three years, the crowd gathered palm
branches and went out to meet Jesus while shouting Psalm 118:25–26, “Hosanna!
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the king of Israel!” (vs. 13).
Palm branches were symbols of victory, waved when Israel’s kings returned
triumphant from battle. Added to all of this, Jesus borrowed a young donkey and
began riding it into Jerusalem in fulfilment of OT prophecy, “Fear not, daughter of
Zion; behold, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!” (vs. 15).
Imagine the scene!! Jesus, the miracle worker and great teacher from Nazareth who
raised Lazarus from the dead just a few days earlier, rides into the holy city of God
according to Zechariah’s OT prophesy while hundreds, maybe thousands of people,
were shouting prophetic words from Psalm 118, a psalm of David, as they waved
palm branches in joyous triumph. This entire scene is dripping with Messianic
expectations. Jesus of Nazareth is the long-awaited Messiah, the Savior, the King of
Israel.
Dear saints of God, everything that has been described is absolutely true. Jesus is the
fulfillment of OT prophecy. He is the triumphant King of kings and Lord of lords
come to Jerusalem to claim David’s throne. We mustn’t forget what Jesus told Martha
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moments before He raised Lazarus from the dead, lest we get distracted in all the
glory and triumphant of the shouting crowds. “I am the resurrection and the life.
Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and
believes in me shall never die.’” He who is resurrection and life is riding on that
donkey into Jerusalem. He knows when and where He will ascend upon David’s
throne to rule and reign forever. This, the crowds did not know.
Jesus rode into Jerusalem to be crucified on a Roman cross for the sins of the world.
Above His thorn-encircled brow, a placard will be nailed which says, “Jesus of
Nazareth, King of the Jews.” The cross is the throne from which rules and reigns over
God’s kingdom. Even after His resurrection from the dead on Easter Sunday, Jesus is
known and worshipped as the crucified, yet living Lamb of God who takes away the
sins of the world. The pageantry of this service, with our youth waving palm branches
and the extended Passion reading with three different readers, is but one liturgical
means teaching us something extraordinary is happening among us.
From the very beginning of this sermon, I have been asserting that Jesus is the
Messianic King and Savior promised in the OT, that He is the resurrection and life,
that every Christian believer never truly dies. I have asserted these things because the
Bible asserts them. But there is proof undergirding these assertions: Jesus’ death on
Good Friday and Easter. He suffered our judgment on the cross. He drank the bitter
cup of our sufferings on Golgotha’s tree. He tasted and endured our death. Having
taken the judgment of the entire world upon Himself, He died to save us. And rose
again to open His Father’s kingdom to all forgiven believers. This is how Jesus can
tell Martha and all His people whoever believes in Me (i.e., Jesus) will never die.
Palm Sunday is the beginning of this great celebration. Jesus is life and resurrection.
Not only because He said so. But because He died and rose again for us.
Let us celebrate this week, on the one hand as Christians have always celebrated it:
with prayer, praise, hymns, songs, sacrament, feasting, and joy. On the other, let us
celebrate it anew as we never have before. In the newness and freshness of Christ’s
divine resurrection life given to us by gracious presence of the Holy Spirit. This is our
week of weeks. The joy and victory of Christ 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 Lutheran Church – Kimball, NE (dual parish w/Immanuel, Burns, WY)
Maundy Thursday
April 1, 2021
Text: John 13:1–13; 31b–35
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Our Lenten devotion began on Ash Wednesday with ash smeared across our foreheads
with the words, “Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.” Those are
humbling words. Genesis records that God made man, the first Adam, from the dust
of the ground (Gen. 2:7). Every human being conceived and born since bears the same
nature as Adam, not pure spirits like the angels, but flesh and blood born from the
earth as well as soul. For God breathed into Adam’s nostrils and Adam became a
living soul. Every human being, from the moment of his or her conception, is fearfully
and wonderfully made, as Psalm 139:14 says. Body and soul you are. Enlivened dust
that is body and flesh with an immortal soul. So, the next time you stand outside, look
down to the ground and “remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”
Both phrases tend to trouble us human beings. Human beings, the pinnacle of God’s
creative work, find their origins in the dust of the ground. Hardly the exalted material
we might wish for ourselves. Why not the material of stars? Or something
supernatural with all kinds of special qualities? Almost anything more exalted than
dust. The idea offends our sensibilities, dare I say it, our pride. Have you noticed the
number of movies and stories about people seeking to transcend the limitations of the
natural body? Human consciences uploaded into computers. Or evolving into a purely
spiritual existence without the bounds and limitations of this finite, circumscribed
body. And, it seems, we have a love-hate relationship with our bodies. Aren’t we
constantly trying to change it? As if we’re discontent with it. But we also give it a
great deal of attention as we spend enormous amounts of resources on it, as evidenced
this past year with Covid-19.
But the second half of that phrase bothers us even more, “To dust you shall return.”
That’s the sentence of death, the judgment of God spoken against sin from the
beginning. 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.” This too offends our sensibilities, that primal, natural desire to live. Have you
noticed the tendency of our society to gloss over the harsh truth of death? People are
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hesitant to say a person has died. Instead, they’ve passed away or gone home or have
gone to a better place. But the truth is, the life that animated a person is gone. He or
she has died. God’s Word tells us that death is God’s just judgment against sin.
Remember that you are dust and to dust you shall return.”
The Bible teaches how to understand the meaning of our origins in the dust and our
return to the dust. Such wisdom is found in the Lord Jesus Christ. The wonder and
marvel of the Christian Gospel is the revelation that God Himself became man; the
eternal Son of God, the 2nd Person of the Holy Trinity, became the dust of the earth.
The Lord Jesus Christ is fully and completely God with all the divine attributes and
qualities of divinity, equal to the Father and the Spirit, in all respects. At the same
time, He is fully and truly man, born of his mother Mary in this age with all the
attributes and qualities of our human nature except without sin. Isn’t it a true wonder
that God did not think it below His nature and dignity to become one of us, to become
dust of the earth with a full complete human nature, a body and soul united with God
in one person, our Lord Jesus Christ.
I mentioned earlier that we humans seem to have a love-hate relationship with our
bodies. We’re constantly caring for it, nurturing it, fussing over it one way or another.
But then we’re always trying to change it. Make it thinner, heavier, stronger, faster,
this shape as opposed to that shape, younger, older. Now, many are wanting to change
their gender or to refuse gender altogether. Further discontentment with their human
nature. While we nurture and care for it, we wish it were something more or at least
different. But the Son of God, the Lord Jesus did not consider our human nature with
all its limitations and finitude to be something that needed changing. Our creation
from the dust of the earth is perfectly good as God intended it from the beginning.
God is our creator.
Jesus didn’t become man in order to make us super-humans like all the superhero
stories of ancient and moderns times. No, he became the dust of the earth like us so
that the power and sting of “and to dust you shall return” may be nullified and brought
to nothing. The Son of God became one of us in order to give answer to the problem
of sin leading to death. Because of Jesus, death is transformed from “to dust you shall
return” to the hope of the resurrection unto life everlasting.
When God’s Son became man in the person of Jesus, God the Son humbled himself
by taking on the form of a servant, says Paul in Philippians 2:7. And both Matthew
and Mark described Jesus’ ministry as the Lord coming “not to be served but to serve,
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and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45). The Lord Jesus
did not consider it below His divine dignity to became dust of the earth like us nor did
He consider it unfitting to become the servant of all that He might redeem the world
from the devastation of sin and death leading to “dust you shall return.”
On the very night of our Lord’s betrayal, Jesus served His squabbling, gloryhungering disciples. From John 13 we learn that Jesus laid aside “His outer garments,
and taking a towel, tied it around his waist. Then he poured water into a basin and
began to wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was wrapped
around him” (vs. 4–5). God in human flesh, the perfection of humanity, became the
servant of all. He willingly and lovingly took upon Himself the menial task of
washing dirty feet. In their pride, the disciples thought it below them; they did not
serve one another in love, not even the Lord Jesus. The Lord’s humility in service
initially offended Peter who said to Jesus, “You shall never wash my feet’ (vs. 8a).
The Lord Jesus turns all of our sinful, human pride on its head and teaches us the truth
of how things really are. Being dust of the earth is good; your human nature consisting
of body and soul is good and beautiful in God’s eyes. We would do well to transform
our thinking and living to conform to the Lord’s teaching and receive what He has
given us graciously with joy and thanksgiving. We ought to be careful and wary of
attempts to change the very fabric of our human nature. Rather, let us by the grace of
the Holy Spirit confirm our lives and thinking to follow the path of the Lord Jesus.
For He not only became human like us but He is the perfection of humanity, the dust
of the earth perfected. True God and true man.
In the beginning, we were created in God’s glorious image which was broken by
man’s original and actual sin. That image has been restored and perfected in us
through Christ Jesus who took upon Himself our nature and also, at the same time,
became the servant of the world to ransom every human being from sin and death.
Christ Jesus came to this earth, took upon Himself our human nature in order to
destroy the work of him who has the power of death, that is, the devil. The manner in
which Jesus did this great work not only included Him becoming perfect man but also
the perfect servant.
God the Father’s way of redeeming us from the power of death and Satan is through
the humble, loving servitude of His beloved Son, Jesus. As the servant of servants,
Jesus bore our sins. Healed our diseases. Touched and cleansed lepers. Washed the
dirty feet of His disciples. Suffered and died for the world. Salvation from death and
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the grave can only come through the humble Son of God washing our dirty bodies and
souls with His own blood. At first, Peter was too proud to receive such humble service
from His Lord and Master. Until Jesus said, “If I do not wash you, you have no share
with me” (vs. 8). Then, thanks be to God, Peter wanted everything Jesus was offering,
“Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my head” (vs. 9).
The options are clear. Rescue from death, the grave, and hell only comes through the
humble service of Christ’s death and resurrection. The question for every person
since….will you receive Christ’s loving service or seek something else? Jesus chooses
to give His redemptive love through His Word – read, heard, studied, and preached,
and through His Sacraments – baptism poured over sinners, words of forgiveness
spoken to broken consciences, and Christ’s very body and blood given under bread
and wine in Holy Communion. These are the means of rescuing us dust born creatures
from returning back to dust with no hope of resurrection unto eternal life. Either
receive them, as Peter enthusiastically did, or have no share in the salvation promised
in the Lord Jesus.
Tonight, we especially commemorate Christ instituting the Lord’s Supper for us and
for our salvation. In this way, Christ Jesus continues to serve us even though His is
risen from the dead and rules and reigns over the entire creation from the glory of the
Father’s right hand in the heavens. Because of Christ’s humble service, we no longer
fear death, hell, and the grave. For Jesus is resurrection and life. Everyone who
believes in Christ Jesus, through he die, yet shall he live. And everyone who lives and
believes in Christ shall never die (John 11:26–26). Christ Jesus has transformed death
so that death, must now serve us when, where, and how Christ chooses. Christ Jesus is
death’s master. Now risen from the dead, death must serve Jesus, the Lord of life.
Remember that you are dust. And that is a very good thing. Christ became dust too.
Through Him our human nature is redeemed and restored. Remember that to dust you
shall return. But now with the hope and promise of resurrection unto eternal life.
Tonight’s meal is the divine feast of life. Christ’s divine life served to us by the Lord
Jesus Himself. “I will lift up the cup of salvation and call on the name 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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Pastor Kenneth Mars
Immanuel Lutheran Church – Burns, WY
Good Friday
April 2, 2021
Text: John 18–19
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Tonight’s reading from John 18–19 begins with a question spoken by Jesus to a band
of soldiers sent from the chief priests and Pharisees to arrest Him, “Whom do you
seek?” It’s a question worth pondering. All of you have chosen to gather at 203
Washington Avenue in Burns, Wyoming, on a gorgeous spring evening. Some of you
have traveled a good distance to be here. What or whom are you all seeking? Like
most things, all of us may have various reasons and motivations for being here
tonight. The liturgy for Good Friday’s Tenebrae service provides us with the true
answer to our question about Jesus. Later in this service, we will hear it during the
“Solemn Respect for the Cross.” Three times we will say in responsive conversation. I
will say, “Behold the life-giving cross on which was hung the salvation of the world.”
You will respond collectively, “Oh, come, let us worship him.” The true reason for
gathering tonight is to behold, to look at through saving faith born in us by the Holy
Spirit through the Gospel, the life-giving cross on which was hung the salvation of the
world. And then, having seen Him, we worship. Tonight, we come to see Jesus of
Nazareth, the incarnate Son of God, the King of truth and love, crucified for the life of
the world.
That’s not the answer the soldiers gave when Jesus asked them whom they were
seeking. The soldiers’ answer was correct and accurate as far as it goes, “Jesus of
Nazareth.” Though born in Bethlehem’s manger some 6 miles southwest of
Jerusalem, He grew up in Joseph and Mary’s hometown of Nazareth in northern
Galilee. But they don’t know and believe Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God. It’s quite
likely they are simply soldiers obeying the orders of their superiors. “Go arrest Jesus
of Nazareth. Judas Iscariot, one of His close disciples, will point Him out. Jesus of
Nazareth is a menace to our Jewish laws and customs. He must be stopped. Bind Him
and bring Him back to Annas and Caiaphas.” As far as the soldiers were concerned,
they were looking for a criminal named Jesus of Nazareth, no more, no less.
But they found more than they expected. Twice, Jesus asked, “Whom do you seek?”
After each question, the soldiers responded with “Jesus of Nazareth.” Each time, our
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Lord identified Himself as, “I am he.” But something curious happened the first time
Jesus said, “I am he.” The soldiers “drew back and fell to the ground.” They came
looking for a criminal. What they found was a man speaking with the authority and
dignity of the Lord God almighty. For it was the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel
who identified Himself as the “I am” in Exodus 3. The powers of darkness were
coming for Jesus. But He, the light of world, has shined into the darkness and the
darkness has not overcome it. They fell back and submitted to the God come in human
flesh. They could not arrest Jesus without His consent. The darkness could not
overcome Him.
Jesus allowed Himself to be arrest only after He declared “I am he” the second time
and commanded the soldiers to let His disciples go. Even here, we see the
substitutionary work of Jesus on behalf of the world. He gives Himself up freely to
inferior powers so that His people can be set free forever. The soldiers expected to
find a man name Jesus from Nazareth. What they found was the divine Savior of the
world willingly giving Himself over to betrayal, arrest, and eventually to death by
crucifixion. We gather tonight to “behold the life-giving cross on which was hung the
salvation of the world.”
In the course of time, Jesus was taken to the governor’s headquarters for interrogation
before Pontius Pilate. He too seeks to learn more about this man causing such concern
among the Jewish leadership. It’s unclear what Pilate may have thought about Jesus
before his interview with the Lord. Being a politician and a governmental authority, it
make sense that Pilate’s first question was political in nature, “Are you the king of the
Jews?” From Pilate’s perspective, there could only be one answer to that question. No,
you are not the king of the Jews. Even the Jews arrayed against Jesus confessed, “We
have not king but Caesar.” Jesus cannot be the King of the Jews. No sane person
would say otherwise.
Pilate did not expect to find a man speaking with an authority and depth of truth never
before encountered, not even among the highest authorities of the Roman imperial
government. Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this
world, my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the
Jews. But my kingdom is not of this world.” So, says Pilate, “you are a king?” Once
again Jesus confesses, “For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come
into the world—to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my
voice.”
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Jesus is a king, for this purpose He was born and came into the world. But He is not
like any king ever in human history, past or present. His kingdom is established upon
truth. Not truths, plural, as if there can be multiple, competing, equally valid truth
claims. That’s the nonsense common in our day; your truth is your truth, my truth is
my truth and they don’t have to agree. Christ’s kingdom, by contrast, is established
upon the truth. And Jesus is that truth for he is the King of truth. All other kingdoms
and governments of the world come and go with the changing currents of time,
history, and circumstances. But not this kingdom. It is eternal for it is built upon King
Jesus, the truth.
But the lies and falsehoods of this world cannot tolerate the truth. So, it must be
destroyed. Pilate tried to stop the injustice, at least, to a certain extent. He told the
Jews Jesus had done nothing to deserve death. So I will release Him for that is my
custom, to release a criminal during the Passover. Strange justice, trying to release an
innocent man due to custom rather than truth. But the Jews wouldn’t stand for it; they
were interested in everything but the truth. So give us the criminal Barabbas. Yet
again, we see the substitutionary work of Jesus on behalf of the world. The world’s
justice, represented by Pontius Pilate, stands before the King of truth and can’t
manage to engage Him with truth and justice. But Jesus faces error and political
gamesmanship with love and grace. Let Barabbas go free even though in truth he
desires to die for his crime. On the cross, the King of truth dies so that the world,
which deserves death and judgment, can go free. Each of us is represented by
Barabbas. Guilty. Condemned. But rescued by Him who is the King of truth crucified
for us all. “Behold, the life-giving cross on which was hung the salvation of the
world.”
“So they took Jesus, and he went out, bearing his own cross, to the place called the
place of a skull, which in Aramaic is called Golgotha…Pilate also wrote an inscription
and put it on the cross. It read, ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.’”
The soldiers sought for Jesus of Nazareth in the Garden of Gethsemane. Pontius Pilate
interrogated the King of the Jews. Both found more than they expected. The soldiers
met the divine Son of God protecting His disciples and giving Himself over to
betrayal and death for the world. Pilate met the truth, divine eternal truth in the King
of the Jews; His kingdom is not of this world. But now He is crucified for the world.
Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.
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Everyone comes to Jesus looking for something. What are you looking for in Jesus?
The truth is He is the salvation of the world, your salvation, hung upon the life-giving
cross. His cross gives life. That should cause us to pause. Didn’t Jesus suffer and die?
Isn’t Golgotha a place of the skull? The place of dead, dry bones. Indeed it was. But
Jesus of Nazareth, the King of Jews brought life and immortality to that dry, barren
place. For He is life and light. Darkness, death, and deceit did not and cannot
overcome Him. Nor can it overcome us who come to Jesus looking to Him for life and
salvation. Moments before Jesus died, He cried out, “It is finished.” The salvation of
the world is finished, brought to its completion. Nothing more need be done. “Behold
the life-giving cross on which was hung the salvation of the world.”
There are only two responses to the life-giving cross. Absolute adoration or rejection.
Rejection may seem to be the most normal and natural. Golgotha’s cross was a brutal,
bloody instrument of torture and death. But adoration and worship are the true and
right responses. On the cross hung the salvation of the world. “Oh, come, let us
worship Him.” The cross gives life now only because of who hung on it. Jesus of
Nazareth, the King of the Jews. He is the King of truth, love, and goodness. He is life
and resurrection. Therefore, we no longer fear death, hell, and the grave. Everyone
who believes in Christ Jesus, though he die, yet shall he live. And everyone who lives
and believes in Christ shall never die (John 11:26–26). The apostle Paul, in words of
rich, deep devotion declared his desire to know Christ and Him crucified so that by
any means, he may participate in Christ’s resurrection (Phil. 3:10). As we look to the
cross in worship, devotion, and love, we proclaim before heaven and earth, “I have
been crucified with Christ…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” (Gal. 2:20).
The cross of Jesus is precious to us. For on the cross, the love of God was being
demonstrated for all the world. It is the true symbol of divine, perfect love. God in
Christ loving us eternally. That is reason enough to gather on a beautiful Spring day or
any day to worship Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews. “Behold, the life-giving
cross on which was hung the salvation of the world. Oh, come, let us worship Him.”
 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 (dual parish w/Immanuel, Burns, WY)
Easter Vigil
April 3, 2021
Theme: This Is the Passover of the Lord
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

“Beloved in the Lord, on this most holy night, in which our Lord Jesus passed over
from death to life, we are gathered here in vigil and prayer. This is the Passover of the
Lord in which, by hearing His Word and celebrating His sacraments, we share in His
victory over death.” Our service tonight began with those majestic, joyous words of
triumph and joy. This night is shrouded in divine mystery and wonder. The Lord Jesus
passed over from death to life during these hours in which we wait in prayer and
anticipation. God’s inspired Word teaches us that Christ’s resurrection from the dead
was a work of the Holy Trinity. The Father raised Christ from the dead by the power
of the Spirit. As the resurrected Lord of glory, He lives and reigns to all eternity over
all creation for the benefit and glorification of His beloved Church. By the same Spirit
of holiness, we believers in Christ are raised to newness of life, having the hope of an
inheritance that is imperishable, unfading, and established in the heavens. Thus, we
gather tonight in vigil and prayer. This is the Passover of the Lord in which we share
in His victory over death.
Yesterday evening, we commemorated with great solemnity that upon the life-giving
cross was hung the salvation of the world. Christ the Savior was crucified unto death
and buried in a borrowed tomb. The stark truth is that Jesus suffered and died; the joy
and wonder of Christ’s death, however, is that His death is the means of the Father
reconciling the world unto Himself. Because Christ Jesus shed His blood, God the
Father is now our Father who art in heaven. We seek to live in His kingdom and
according to His will in all things. For Christ’s blood washes away all our sins while
the Holy Spirit gives us the pure righteousness of faith in Christ Jesus. The reverential
solemnity of last night’s service was permeated with joy and victory. We left in the
sure and certain hope of Christ’s resurrection.
Such godly hope continues on this Passover night. The Bible doesn’t really tell us
what happened when that first Easter Sunday arrived. We must remember that in the
Biblical reckoning of time, the new day began at 6 pm, not midnight as we consider it.
The Bible doesn’t describe what took place between the beginning of Sunday, roughly

2

6 pm, and the early dawn when the women went to the tomb, found the stone rolled
away, and Jesus already risen from the dead. Scripture tells us a little of what took
place over Holy Saturday when Jesus descended into hell. The Lord Jesus declared,
“Just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the
Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matt. 12:40).
While in the heart of the earth, the Lord proclaimed His victory over death, the grave,
Satan, and hell to the spirits held in prison. For those spirits condemned to eternal
judgment in the torments of hell, Christ’s proclamation surely brought dismay and
shame. But for the spirits of the just, not suffering torment, but resting in peace for the
resurrection of the Last Day, Christ’s proclamation was pure joy and triumph.
This night, which is the beginning of Easter for us, is the Passover of our Lord in
which He passed over from death into life. His pure, perfect body came back to life
again without seeing any corruption or decay. The night of death came to end. And I
do not mean here merely those hours when it is dark outside. The night of death, that
is, the entire rule and reign that death illegitimately claimed over this world, is over.
The resurrected Lord Jesus has passed over from death to life. The light of life has
dawned, piercing the darkness of the valley of the shadow of death. By His
resurrection glory, Christ Jesus has abolished the power and dominion of death.
Everyone who believes in Christ Jesus, though he die, yet shall he live. And everyone
who lives and believes in Christ shall never die (John 11:26–26).
The purpose of tonight’s prayer vigil is to hear God’s Word, to rejoice in Christ’s lifegiving sacraments, and to be renewed in the Spirit of holiness. Ezekiel foresaw this
new age of light and life in the Holy Spirit when he prophesied, “And I will give you
a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you….And I will put my Spirit within
you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my just decrees”
(Ezek. 36:26, 27). In the strength of Christ and the grace of the Spirit of holiness, we
rejoice in living according to the Father’s just decrees with a new heart. Holiness of
life is our joy and our goal. For this is the Passover of the Lord in which, by hearing
His word and celebrating His sacraments, we share in His victory over death.
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 Festival of the Resurrection
April 4, 2021
Text: Mark 16:1–8
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Alleluia! Christ is risen! He is risen indeed. Alleluia!
Just a week ago, Palm Sunday, I preached it was the beginning of the Church’s week
of weeks. Holy Week, the most important week in the liturgical life of the Church.
And here we are, at the end of Holy Week. Finally, Easter has arrived. Our full
celebration of Christ’s atoning death on the cross and His glorious triumph over death
and grave can now begin with full vigor. Jesus Christ has risen from the dead and now
lives and reigns for all eternity from the Father’s right hand in majesty for the
glorification of His beloved Church. All the liturgical elements have returned to our
services. The Gloria in Excelsis, the song of the angels sung at Jesus’ birth is back in
its place. As are those joyous alleluias we haven’t sung since before Ash Wednesday.
Every doxological stanza can be sung in full strength.
Dear saints of God, we need hold nothing back. The Lord Jesus Christ is risen from
the dead. Atonement for sin is made. Death lies under the resurrected feet of Jesus in
abject dismay. Death was its own undoing. For it seized upon the Lord Jesus on the
cross when He was weakest, most vulnerable. And death killed Jesus. All the
witnesses of the time, both friend and foe, testified to that singular fact. Jesus died.
And was buried in a borrowed tomb whose opening was covered with a large stone.
Jewish authorities requested Pontius Pilate to seal the stone with a Roman imperial
seal indicating anyone tampering with it was subject to the full wrath and fury of the
Roman Empire. On top of all that, professional Roman guards were set on sentry duty
to guard the entrance into the tomb. Every human precaution was taken to ensure that
Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews was killed, buried, and sealed in a tomb until
Judgment Day.
But then came Easter Sunday and the power of God broke through the puny schemes
and petty might of man. Sometime before the break of day, early in the morning, an
angel of God descended from heaven to roll back the stone from the tomb. The guards
became like dead men; they fainted in fear because of the holy presence of God’s
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mighty angel. Certain women, followers of Jesus, went to the tomb carrying anointing
spices. It was to be their last act of devotion to the one they believed was the Christ of
God. But things had gone so wrong, they thought. Jesus healed the sick, raised the
dead, and preached love and forgiveness to all men, women, and children. No one
ever preached and acted like Him. How could the week have started out, on Palm
Sunday, with such joy and celebration only to end in such a catastrophe? Betrayal by
Judas Iscariot, one of the Lord’s 12 apostles, leading to scourging and death by
crucifixion under Pontius Pilate. How could things have gone so wrong? Not two
weeks ago, Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. He told Martha that He is the
“resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live,
and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die” (John 11:24–26). He
promised life to all believers. But now He’s dead. What went wrong?
The beginning of this service gave answer to that bitter, honest question of what went
wrong. “Beloved in the Lord, on this most holy morning our Lord Jesus passed over
from death to life…This is the Passover of our Lord in which, by hearing His Word
and eating His Supper, we share in His victory over death.” Nothing went wrong in
our Lord’s death. Everything happened according to God’s determined purposes in
saving the world from its own demise and self-inflicted misery. The Lord Jesus passed
over from death to life. He is resurrection and life. Because He willingly bore the sins
of the world and gave Himself over unto the inferior power of death, whoever
believes in Him will never taste the full bitterness of death. We share in Christ’s
victory over death. Even though we die physically, as Jesus did, yet shall we live. We
shall never die because Christ Jesus is resurrection and life. By hearing and believing
His Word and receiving His life through the sacraments of baptism, absolution, and
Holy Supper, we participate in His resurrection life.
Today, we sing and rejoice and pray and love God and one another in the sure and
certain hope that flows from Christ’s victory over sin and death. Not merely sin,
death, and evil in general. But the sins, evil, and death that come to each of you.
Christ Jesus died for your sins. He washes them away with His precious blood. The
evil that stalks us by day and night cannot overcome you. For the resurrected Christ
sends His Spirit of holiness to live and reside in your heart and mind. The menacing
specter of death. It will seek to rob you of life and joy. But Christ Jesus is resurrection
and life. Whoever believes in Jesus, even though he dies, yet shall he live. Christ
Jesus has transformed death so that it must serve His purposes in our lives. He is
death’s Lord and Master and must obey Christ’s will and command knowing that in
the end, on the Last Day, even Death itself shall be cast in the lake of burning fire.
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This morning, we come to these worship services seeking to find Jesus as the women
of Mark’s gospel did so long ago. The difference is that they expected to find Jesus’
lifeless body still in His tomb. Instead, they met the angel who proclaimed the first
sermon of Easter, “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 (Mark 16:6–7). We come to find Jesus in the power of
the Spirit by means of His blessed Word and Sacraments. The risen Jesus is here
among us! He is the One who speaks on your behalf to His heavenly Father,
interceding for you. These are my dear children Father, redeemed and reconciled back
to you through My passion, death, and resurrection. They are now Your children, dear
Father in heaven. I will keep them safely in my nail-scarred hands throughout their
earthly journey until the resurrection of the just on the Last Day. We gather on this
beautiful morning to find the resurrected Jesus. In His glorious presence, we fall
before His feet and rejoice with joy unspeakable and filled with glory.
The Son of God became one of us, taking upon Himself our flesh and blood human
nature. Died for our sins and evils, the ones we have committed, and the ones
committed against us. He did not shrink away from us in our desperate need. Rather,
taking on the form of a servant, He humbled Himself to the point of death upon a
cross and died in our place. Oh, wondrous love. That our Lord and Master should
become sin for us on the cross so that would could live in His divine life and
participate in His divine nature (II Peter 1:4). On the life-giving cross was hung the
salvation of the world. But Death could not hold Jesus. Our Lord passed over from
death to life according to the work and power of His heavenly Father who raised Him
from the dead by the Holy Spirit. And now He lives and reigns from the Father’ right
hand for the purpose of glorifying His beloved Church.
Dear saints of God, this is the glorious truth revealed on that first Easter morning
when Christ destroyed him who has the power of death, the devil. Into this divine life
you have been baptized. Christ Jesus gives His very body and blood under bread and
wine in the Holy Supper in order to feed and nourish us week after week with His
divine life. But Satan seeks to bring us back under the darkness of his lies. We must
resist the devil and his deceits. But we can only do so through the grace and mercy of
Jesus. For He is resurrection, life, and truth. The apostle Paul encouraged the
Christians living in the very evil, wicked city of Corinth to live according to the truth.
From today’s epistle reading we heard Paul’s admonition, “For Christ, our Passover
lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us therefore celebrate the festival, not with the old
leaven, the leaven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and
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truth” (I Cor. 5:8). Evil and sin are compared to leaven, yeast which slowly permeates
the entire dough. The devil would seek to bring us back into fear and bondage. His
chief weapon is the lie. We must cast out those lies with the truth that is Jesus. In
Christ Jesus, our Passover lamb, we live according to the truth. Evil is not fun or good
or expedient or necessary. The truth, and living according to the truth, is where true
joy and pleasure are found. People of God, renew your commitment to live according
to the truth. Church and worship are primary. Along with loving your family and
friends. Honesty in all of life. Love and forgiveness for friends and foes. The truth and
love of Jesus are our foundations for life in this world and the world to come. This
Easter and every Sunday, yea every day of our lives, we live in the joy that is found in
the life, light, and truth of Christ Jesus.
Nothing went wrong after the first Palm Sunday. Our Lord and master, Jesus of
Nazareth is our King and God, went willingly to Jerusalem and Golgotha’s cross in
order to redeem us from sin, evil, sorrow, and misery. This is our day of days. Christ
has passed over from death to life. We sing and confess like Job so many centuries
ago, “For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth.
And after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see God, whom I
shall see for myself, and my eyes shall behold, and not another.”
This is the Passover of our Lord in which we share in His victory over death.
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.

1

Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Quasimodo Geniti (Second Sunday of Easter)
April 11, 2021
Text: John 20:19–31
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 apostle Paul wrote to the Christians at Rome some of the most important words
ever written. They are life-changing and world-changing. Romans 1:16:
For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to
everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”
The Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ is God the Father’s power for the salvation of
believers. The Gospel works the forgiveness of sins. The Gospel gives hope, courage,
and strength which transcend the trials and struggles of this world. The Gospel
overcomes the devil’s temptations and makes his demons flee. Through the Gospel,
the Holy Spirit creates and sustains Christ’s holy Church. On and on I could go. The
Gospel is God’s power for salvation. It is the most powerful force in the universe for
it is established in the saving work of God Himself.
We Christians use that word a great deal. The Gospel. But do we know what we’re
talking about when we say “Gospel”? If a stranger on the street asked you what the
Gospel is, what would you tell him? If the Gospel is, in fact, the power of God unto
salvation – what I have said is the most powerful force in the universe – then we
should know what the Gospel is!
Let’s start by laying a good foundation. First, the word “Gospel” literally means
“good news.” The gospel in its broadest sense is basically an announcement of good
news. When the Bible and Christians use the word Gospel, we are saying that we have
good news, a good announcement to make about Jesus of Nazareth. Second, we also
use the word Gospel to refer to four specific documents included in the New
Testament. They are the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. There are other
ancient documents called gospels, such as the Gospel of Thomas or the Gospel of
Barnabas. But they do not qualify as Biblical gospels because they weren’t written
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under apostolic supervision and authority and, in most cases, they contain egregious
doctrinal errors that are contrary to the Biblical Gospel of Christ Jesus. The Church
has always known about them and rejected them for their errors. So, there are only
four Gospels that the Church holds to be authoritative announcements of Good News
about the birth, life, deeds, death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ: Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John.
Now we come to the heart of the matter. The word Gospel basically means good news
and we have four documents that we call Gospels because they tell us about Jesus. So,
what do we tell our hypothetical stranger what the Gospel is? I want to answer that
question by using the appointed Gospel reading for today’s service, John 20:19–31.
The disciples of Jesus have gone through quite a roller coaster ride the past several
days. Palm Sunday began with such excitement and fervor. It looked like Jesus might
actually be recognized as Israel’s king, at least by the citizens of Jerusalem. But then
came the Passover celebration. Jesus changed it! Almost unthinkable. He took bread
and said it was His body given for the forgiveness of sins. And then He took a cup of
wine and said it was His blood shed for the forgiveness of sins. He commanded His
disciples to eat and drink His body and blood often in remembrance of Him. A few
hours later, in the Garden of Gethsemane, Judas Iscariot returned with soldiers. They
arrested Jesus; Judas had betrayed Jesus. And all of the other disciples fled in terror
for their lives. Eventually, Jesus was examined by both Jewish and Roman authorities
resulting in His scourging. And horror of horrors, Jesus was crucified unto death and
buried. The disciples all watched these things unfold. Only John managed to pluck up
enough courage to go Golgotha with Mary, the Lord’s mother. They saw and heard
Jesus’ last breath. Joseph of Arimathea got Jesus’ body from Pontius Pilate. He and
Nicodemus hastily buried Jesus late Friday evening. Then came Sunday, Mary
Magdalene and other women went to the tomb to give their last act of devotion of
anointing Jesus body for permanent burial. But when the women arrived at the tomb
early Sunday morning, they did not find the body of Jesus. And now they are saying
His is risen from the dead! They’ve seen Him with their own eyes! Heard His voice!
All of these things happened within a week’s time, most of it, over three days, Friday
through Sunday.
These details must be known if we are to understand what the Gospel is. And it
explanation as to why the disciples were locked behind closed doors for fear of the
Jews (John 20:19). They had witnessed strange events. Jesus was unjustly murdered.
The Jewish authorities might come after the disciples next. And then, what to make of
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the strange reports from the women who say Jesus is risen from the dead! Lots of fear
on that first Easter evening.
Not unlike our day. Lots of fear on every hand. Many have noted that we are living in
a glut of fearmongering. People from all walks and stations of life, from all political
perspectives, rich and poor are spewing out constant messages of fear. Fear of this.
Fear of that. Fear of them, those people, whoever they may be. Fear of one another.
Fear of sickness, poverty, death. It’s everywhere. As your pastor, it is my duty and
responsibility to tell you that this outpouring of fear is demonic. The Lord Jesus
taught that because of lawlessness the love of many will grow cold (Matt. 24:12). And
the writer to the Hebrews proclaimed that Jesus died on the cross “that through death
he (i.e., Jesus) might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the
devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong
slavery.” The Lord came to release us from demonic fear that leads to lifelong slavery.
Such deliverance from fear only comes through the Gospel. This is why we must
know it and believe it.
Suddenly, according to vs. 19, Jesus stood in the midst of His fearful disciples and
preached the Gospel to them, “Peace be with you.” Vs. 20, “When he had said this, he
showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the
Lord.” Did you notice what brought joy? What dispelled fear and gave peace? The
presence of the crucified yet living, resurrected Jesus! The Gospel has something to
do with both the crucified and resurrected Jesus. Our Lord directed His disciples’
attention to the wounds in His hands and side. Those marks aren’t reminders of shame
but of glory and love and salvation. They are marks of the Gospel which dispels fear
and gives peace beyond human understanding.
Vs. 21–23, “Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me,
even so I am sending you.’ And when he 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.’” Yet again, Jesus announces,
preaches the good news of peace, the reception of the Holy Spirit, and the forgiveness
of sins. The disciples, having been received those very gifts, the Holy Spirit, peace,
and forgiveness, are now to go out into the world and preach the same message of
peace, forgiveness, and the reception of the Holy Spirit unto salvation.
The Gospel, in its strictest, most basic and important sense, is the message, the good
news that Jesus Christ, Son of God, came to this earth by taking upon Himself our
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human nature for the purpose of saving sinners from sin, fear, death, the devil, and all
evil by dying on the cross to atone for humanity’s sins and rising from the dead to
destroy the power of death. The Gospel is the message that God loves this world in
and through the life, death, and resurrection of His Son Jesus. The Gospel is the
message that because of Jesus God loves you and forgives you your sins and releases
you from the fear and shame sin and death have brought to your lives.
This Gospel, that Jesus died and rose again to forgive and save sinners, is the power of
God unto salvation for all who believe. This Gospel gives peace and courage. It’s why
Christians throughout the ages have refused to bow their knees before the false gods
of this world. The false gods that seek to subject us to the dominion of fear and
shame. Christ Jesus has set us free by His life, death, and resurrection and we will not
compromise or change this beautiful, powerful message. We proclaim what the
prophet Isaiah saw through prophetic inspiration, “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” (12:2).
Dear saints of God, this Easter season is a joyous proclamation of the Gospel. Jesus
died and rose again! Proclaim that message to friend, family and foe. It’s God’s power
of salvation. Jesus came into this world to save sinners by dying and rising again. This
is God’s love. Come to Church and bring your family, friends, and neighbors so that
they too may receive His forgiveness, His love, His peace, and His Spirit. Come to
receive and rejoice in the Gospel given to us in Word and Sacrament. The resurrected
Jesus is here to give peace just as He did on that first Easter Evening! Baptism,
preaching, Supper, absolution are the means of receiving the Gospel. Our hymns and
liturgies set the Gospel to music. Our prayers are empowered by the Gospel. It is our
joy and strength. The crucified and resurrected Jesus is the source and content of the
Gospel. Fear not dear saints. Believe the Gospel of Jesus. And live in His divine,
eternal peace.
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
Misericordias Domini (Third Sunday of Easter)
April 18, 2021
Text: John 10:11–16; I Peter 2:21–25
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.

Good Shepherd Sunday and last Sunday, the Second Sunday of Easter, are beautifully
linked together through the imagery of shepherds. This is certainly true for today’s
service. All three readings appointed for today use the imagery of shepherds clearly
and powerfully. But what about last Sunday and the reading from John 20? It was
about the fearful disciples locked behind closed doors on the evening of the first
Easter Sunday. And who could forget about Thomas and his need to see Jesus with his
own eyes and touch the crucifixion marks in the Lord’s hands and side. What does
John 20 have to do with shepherds? They aren’t mention even once! Nor is there
mention of shepherds in last week’s Old Testament and Epistle readings.
The issue is more of a language problem surrounding the word shepherd. The word
pastor is the Latin word for shepherd. In John 20, the resurrected Jesus established the
pastoral office, the shepherding office, when our Lord appeared to the disciples.
Listen John 20:19b–23:
[Jesus said:]19b“Peace be with you.” 20When he had said this, he showed them his
hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 21Jesus
said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I am
sending you.” 22And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them,
“Receive the Holy Spirit. 23If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them;
if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.”
The pastoral office, the shepherding office, was established by the risen Christ for the
purpose of gathering His precious, blood-bought sheep around the preaching of the
forgiveness of sins. Every church service is a gathering of Christ’s sheep around our
Lord’s gifts of inspired Scriptures, prayers, worship, Holy Supper, and mutual
encouragement. The Lord Jesus established the pastoral office, the shepherding office
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so that all that the victory of His resurrection would continue to come among His
people.
When you call me “pastor”, you are saying at least two things. First, you, Pr. Mars are
my shepherd placed in my life by Christ the Good Shepherd. And when I hear that
word, I am reminded that Jesus is the chief shepherd who cares and nourishes His
flock. Every pastor is in truth an under-shepherd. A man placed into the shepherding
office by the Good Shepherd and Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. The sheep, you
Christians belong to Jesus. That is a most important fact that none of dare forget. We
belong to Jesus because He purchased us from the domain of darkness, death, and sin
by His own precious blood.
Second, Pastor, your primary task is to preach the holy and precious gospel of the
forgiveness of sins. For through it, we hear the voice of the Good Shepherd saying,
Peace be with you. Whenever you call me pastor you are reminding me what I am to
be about: preaching Jesus and His gospel. Keep that front and center, pastor. Preach,
live, model, and talk about Jesus as His is revealed in His Holy Word. Stay focused on
who Jesus is and what He did to save us, His beloved sheep.
So let’s clear the air once and for all about why you guys call me pastor rather than
reverend or something like that. It’s not because I deserve special recognition or
honor. Quite the contrary, I am to be your servant, your under-shepherd. You calling
me pastor is reminder to me and to yourselves that says, Kenneth, be who Christ the
Good Shepherd called you to be and do what Christ has called you to do. That’s why
you’re here. Preach the gospel in season, out of season; when you’re tired and when
rested, encouraged or discouraged. During epidemics and recessions, prosperity and
boom years, times of peace or war, in times of persecution or quietness. Pastor, be like
Jesus who gave His life for the sheep. You can’t atone for our sins, only Jesus can do
that. But you are to preach the Good Shepherd’s gospel. Pray for and intercede on our
behalf. Call us by name with the living voice of the Savior. Baptize us and our
children. Feeds us the body and blood of Jesus, the Good Shepherd. For that is what
He commanded in His last will and testament to be done until He comes again. Lead
us in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. Constantly speak the wholesome words of
Christ’s gospel. And by all means, don’t be a hireling who runs away at the slightest
sign of adversity, trouble, or spiritual oppression. Even if we ourselves are part of the
trouble. We are sheep after all. The prophet Ezekiel, in chapter 34, described God’s
sheep as lost, straying, injured, weak, jostling about against one another, poking and
prodding each other. Call us to repentance. Work so that peace, love, and
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reconciliation abound in the congregation. This, and much more, is what you are
saying when you call me “Pastor.”
There is one thing that we need to keep straight, however. The Lord Jesus Christ is
your Good Shepherd, your Good Pastor. This is the claim He makes in John 10:11, “I
am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” Do you
notice what criterion is for Jesus being the good shepherd, the good pastor? He lays
His life down for His sheep. Jesus didn’t run away when opposition from Jewish
leaders and authorities grew. As they were arresting Him in the Garden of
Gethsemane, Jesus did not abandon His sheep. Let them go, He said to the soldiers. I
am Jesus of Nazareth whom you seek. Even before Pontius Pilate, Jesus did not turn
aside from the crucifixion being threatened against Him. Never once did He deny who
He was, the Son of God, the King of Israel, come to redeem His people. Nor did He
despise the suffering, the scourging, the mockery, or finally, even His Father’s wrath
He had to endure on the cross to make atonement for our sins. Jesus is the Good
Shepherd because He laid down His life for the sheep.
Such is the apostle Peter’s reflections upon what Jesus accomplished in His Passion
and death. From todays’ epistle reading, I Peter 2:22–25:
22

He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. 23When he was
reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten …24He
himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to
righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 25For you were straying
like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.
Christ Jesus Himself bore our sins because He loves you, His sheep. He is the
Shepherd and Overseer of your souls (vs. 25). This too, we must always remember.
Jesus carried your sins to His cross and made atonement for them. Why, for heaven’s
sake, do we try to carry around our sins? It’s as if we are trying to snatch them away
from Jesus and say I’ll take care of that. What I’m describing is the guilt and shame
we carry around for the sins we have committed and those committed against us. To
be sure, we remember our failures. And we mourn because we are sinners. And we
sinners do really crazy bad things that don’t make any sense. And yet, the Lord Jesus
has taken all of those sins and carried them to His cross. His blood covers them all,
every last one of them! By that cleansing blood, we are healed, says the apostle Peter
(vs. 24), who is really quoting the prophet Isaiah 53:5.
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Healing is found in the Lord Jesus Christ. That certainly includes spiritual healing.
Once we were dead, but now are we alive in Christ Jesus. The life we live now in the
flesh we live by faith in the Son of God. But the healing also includes emotional,
mental, and physical healing. The entire person, body and soul, is healed through the
death and resurrection of Jesus. Peter wrote that Jesus died on the tree “that we might
die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed” (vs. 24).
The purpose of Christ’s death was to bring healing to the sheep. Dead to sin. Alive to
God in righteousness. By His wounds we have been healed.
On this side of eternity, we continue to struggle against the devastating effects of sin
in our lives. The day-to-day experiences of life are always trying to drive us away the
healing we have in Christ Jesus. The pain, the lies, bitterness, disappointment,
suffering. They all try to silence the healing voice of the Good Shepherd, Jesus. But
Jesus will not allow it. Come unto Me all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I
will give you rest. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light. The Lord Jesus has
already done the heavy work of atoning for your sins. He’s the Good Shepherd.
Because He gives us healing from sin, we, by His grace, run away from sin. Sin brings
death and evil. We are now alive to God in righteousness.
This is why we need the public gathering of God’s flock around Word and
Sacraments. Remember John 20 from last Sunday and which began this sermon? As
the Father sent Jesus to atone for the sins of the world by dying and rising again, so
now the resurrected Jesus sends forth His under-shepherds to proclaim the forgiveness
of sins in His name until the end of time. The Lord Jesus knows you, His sheep. “I am
the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows
me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep” (vs. 14–15).
Dear saints of God, you are the precious sheep and little lambs of the Lord Jesus
Christ. He is the good shepherd. Tune your ears and your hearts to His voice. To you,
He speaks words of truth and love authenticated by His death and resurrection. You
belong to Jesus! He is the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.
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 1, 2021
Text: Psalm 98
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.

Godly traditions and practices are wonderful gifts. They give order and structure to
our worship and to much of life in general. And more often than not, such traditions
reflect the beauty and strength of God’s love and common grace. Consider, for
example, our church’s music and song. We almost always have an organist that plays
throughout the service. And we sing hymns and large portions of our liturgy, our order
of service. Sacred music and song are truly godly traditions that we ought to protect,
support, and encourage.
This morning, I want to give some attention to the question of why we sing and make
music in church. Let me state here at the beginning where I’m coming from. Sacred
music and song are not nice options we can take or leave. The Bible describes and
commands that music and song fill our worship. The traditional name given to this
Sunday, the Fifth Sunday of Easter, is Cantate which is a Latin imperative that means
“sing.” Today is the singing Sunday. Cantate comes from the opening words of Psalm
98. Please grab your hymnal and turn to Psalm 98 in the front.
1

Oh sing to the LORD a new song, for he has done marvelous things! His right
hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him.
2
The LORD has made known his salvation; he has revealed his righteousness in the
sight of the nations.
3
He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness to the house of Israel. All
the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.
4
Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth; break forth into joyous song and
sing praises!
5
Sing praises to the LORD with the lyre, with the lyre and the sound of melody!
6
With trumpets and the sound of the horn make a joyful noise before the King, the
LORD!
7
Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; the world and those who dwell in it!

2
8

Let the rivers clap their hands; let the hills sing for joy together 9before the LORD,
for he comes to judge the earth. He will judge the world with righteousness, and
the peoples with equity.
I want to make some comments about this psalm and how it informs our worship. The
psalmist begins with a command for God’s people to sing unto the Lord a new song
(vs. 1). It needs to be restated again, especially in light of some of the struggles the
Church has had to face in light of the pandemic, that singing in Christian worship is
not an option. Prudential judgment must certainly be exercised in such rare situations.
But the idea that Christians must silence their music indefinitely, until further notice,
is simply a violation of God’s Word that Christians cannot obey. To silence the
Church’s song is but one way to silence God’s Word and Christ’s precious gospel.
But what is of greater concern, and I think more applicable to our ordinary lives rather
than the extraordinary circumstances of the Covid-19 pandemic, is that it’s easy to let
singing and music fall into neglect. There is a tendency in our day and age to leave the
music to the professionals, to the music lovers. The rest of us are relegated to mere
consumers of music but not active participants. Let those with training, skill, and love
for music take care of the singing and music making in worship.
Dear saints of God, the Lord God doesn’t give us that option. All of us are to sing
unto the Lord the new song of salvation. For all of us are participants in the salvation
which Christ has brought to the world. We sing because Christ Jesus was born of the
Virgin Mary, preached the Gospel to the world, and healed the sick and raised the
dead. The Church composes hymns and music because Jesus died to atone for the sins
of the world and rose again triumphantly to destroy the hideous, ugly works of Satan
and death. We Christians sing together with the great chorus of believers past, present,
and future who confess with the prophet 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” (Is. 12:2). The new song of salvation is the on-going song
about Jesus and His universal work of saving every man, woman, and children from
every nation of the world. Stanzas 2–3:
2

The LORD has made known his salvation; he has revealed his righteousness in the
sight of the nations.
3
He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness to the house of Israel. All
the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.
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We see already in these first few verses the “command” to sing but also the “rational
or the why” we sing. We sing because of what Jesus has done for us. It’s as simple
and as glorious as that! Jesus has made known the salvation He won for the world
when He was lifted up on the cross for the sins of the world. In John’s gospel, we
learn that Jesus said, “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people
to myself” (John 12:32). The cross of the Jesus is the salvation of the world. All the
ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God in the crucifixion and resurrection
of Jesus. The Church’s ministry is to proclaim this great work of salvation. Through
preaching, the instruction of the young and old, through witnessing and mission work.
And yes, through songs, hymns, and spiritual songs. The apostle Paul, in Colossians
3:16, directs the church, the assembly of believers gathered around God’s Word and
Sacraments, to “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing
one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with
thankfulness in your hearts to God.”
Our congregations have spent enormous resources for music and song in the purchase
of hymnals, organs, pianos, (hand chimes), worship bulletins, etc. Through these
things, the precious Gospel of the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting are proclaimed in the world until Christ comes again. The
apostle Peter describes your priesthood with these glorious words, “But you are a
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that
you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his
marvelous light” (I Peter 2:9). You, dear saints and priest of the Lord, proclaim
through your day to day lives of faithfulness, through your love for one another, and
through your worship and song, the excellencies of Christ Jesus. For He called all of
you out of the ugly darkness of sin, unbelief, and death into His glorious light!
Singing the gospel is part and parcel of your royal priesthood.
The months of May and June are times in which we remember and give thanks for
mothers and fathers. That is another good, beautiful tradition. One thing mothers and
fathers can do to fulfill their godly vocations as parents is to have your children
memorize Scripture and hymns. Children can learn them so quickly. It’s astounding.
Another thing we can all do in fulfillment of our vocation as God’s priesthood is to
sing in Church. The witness we give through our singing, or lack of singing(!), is quite
powerful. Our singing encourages one another. And believe me, I hear people talk
about the joy of attending services in which people sing. And the uneasiness of
worship services where little singing is heard. Don’t worry about whether or not you
sing on pitch. Or whether or not it sounds good. Your song is glorious and beautiful.
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For God Himself created you to sing His praises. Don’t let the devil or your sinful
flesh, silence the glorious beauty of the gospel proclaimed through your voice.
Psalm 98 describes and commands songs be sung with the human voice. It’s an
obvious point but one we ought not overlook. But more often than not, the human
voice is accompanied with instruments.
4

Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth; break forth into joyous song and
sing praises!
5
Sing praises to the LORD with the lyre, with the lyre and the sound of melody!
6
With trumpets and the sound of the horn make a joyful noise before the King, the
LORD!
Other psalms will expand this list of instruments (i.e., Ps. 150). Thus, the Church has
always, from the earliest days, used many, many instruments in singing about Jesus
and His Gospel. The organ has become the backbone of the Church’s music because it
offers the greatest flexibility and variety of sounds. But the Church has always sought
to incorporate the unique sounds and qualities of the great variety of instruments.
Voice and instruments go together in the new song of Christ’s salvation.
Finally, one last, but important, observation from Psalm 98. It’s not just the music we
human beings make that offers beautiful worship to God, but all creation!
7

Let the sea roar, and all that fills it; the world and those who dwell in it!
Let the rivers clap their hands; let the hills sing for joy together 9before the LORD,
for he comes to judge the earth. He will judge the world with righteousness, and
the peoples with equity.
8

Throughout the psalms, we hear composers invoking all creation to join the song of
praise and redemption. The seas, the hills, the stars and the heavens, the wind and
rain. And yes, the animal kingdom. Psalm 150:6 says, “Let everything that has breath
praise the Lord. Praise the Lord.” Those are fitting words that bring the inspired hymn
book of the Bible to a close. Everything that has the breath of life is to use it in
declaring the Lord’s praises. Each according to its unique nature and character.
And wonder of wonders, the reason why creation praises God is that the Lord is
coming again! The entire universe is moving forward eagerly awaiting the final day of
judgment. The apostle Paul made a similar comment in Romans 8:19–21:

5

19

For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God.
For the creation was subjected to futility … in hope 21that the creation itself will
be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of
the children of God.
20

Creation is awaiting with eager longing our redemption on the Last Day! It awaits the
return of Jesus and our resurrection from the dead. When you hear the sound of the
wind, the rustling of leaves, the distinctive sound of animals, the flow of water, the
sound of children at play, on and on we could go, know that creation is filling the
world with the sounds of eager longing for the Last Day. The Church’s music and
song joins this might chorus as we pray, “Come, Lord Jesus. Amen” (Rev. 22:20).
By the grace of the Holy Spirit, may your mind, heart, soul, and voice be filled with
glorious praises of Christ Jesus our Lord and Savior.
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 9, 2021
Text: John 16:23–30; Psalm 66:19–20
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.

Last Sunday, we considered that the Church is a singing Church. She sings the new
song of salvation revealed in the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. We, as the
Church of the living Christ present in this location, express our love and joy and
victory in and for Christ through the beautiful combination of word and melody. This,
the Bible commands. For it is fitting and proper to declare God’s glory and praise and
our love and devotion through word and song.
Today, we consider a related characteristic of the Christian Church and of every
Christian. Prayer. The Church prays; she is a praying Church. The characteristics of
singing and praying are related and weave together beautifully. Let me give but one
example. During their missionary journey, the apostle Paul and Silas were preaching
God’s Word in Philippi and thrown into jail unjustly. Through Christ’s name, the cast
a demon out of a girl who was making money by telling fortunes. Her owners saw that
they had lost their source of income and had Paul and Silas thrown in Jail. Acts 16:25
describes Paul and Silas’ response to their persecution. They were in prison, “About
midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners
were listening to them.” Praying and singing to God. They wouldn’t have had any
light. And yet they sang praises to God. And offered prayers. They didn’t have
hymnals. So the hymns would have been memorized and sung. Undoubtably, they
would have sung the psalms. And the prayers would have been a combination of
prayers memorized from the Old Testament, the Lord’s Prayer, prayers used in church
worship, and those form in the moment.
Paul and Silas were two gathered together in the circumstances of persecution as the
Church, praying and singing. These are the things that we do as the Church. Today, is
Rogate Sunday, which comes from the Latin word commanding prayer. Pray ye! Pray,
one and all! is the sense we should get from this. Jesus is risen from the dead and lives
and reigns to all eternity. So we pray. Psalm 66:19–20, part of today’s Introit, gives us
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these words of encouragement, “19But truly God has listened; he has attended to the
voice of my prayer. 20Blessed be God, because he has not rejected my prayer or
removed his steadfast love from me!” Thank be to God. We have the steadfast
promise that God hears and answers our prayers as Christians because He loves us.
On the night of His betrayal, Jesus taught His disciples about prayer and the great
privilege we have as His redeemed people. Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you,
whatever you ask of the Father in my name, he will give it to you” (vs. 23). It is no
exaggeration to say that in and through Christ, that is, through His holy and precious
name, we baptized believers have complete access to God the Father’s presence. And
we have the promise that our prayers will be answered!
And yet we know from Christian experience that it truly seems as if God does not
answer our prayers, at least not all of them. And certainly not in the way we hope and
expect. But Jesus says, “…whatever you ask the Father in my name, he will give it to
you.” There are a few qualifies here, limiting factors if you will that we must consider.
To begin with, prayer is guided and directed by Christ’s name. To pray in Jesus’ name
is to pray as a baptized Christian who comes to His heavenly Father, through Jesus,
His Son, by the grace and comfort of the Holy Spirit. All prayers are limited by those
things which can legitimately be asked in the name of the incarnate Savior, the Lord
Jesus Christ.
Let me contrast this describing it in the negative. A sinner cannot use the name of
Jesus properly without the Holy Spirit. No one can say “Jesus is Lord” without the
Holy Spirit says, the apostle Paul in I Corinthians 12:3. Without being born again of
baptismal waters and the Holy Spirit, no one can offer prayer to God. Christian
prayer, that is, true prayer that is heard and answered by the Father can only be made
by Christians, the only people in the world who have the Spirit of God living in them.
Their prayers offered to God in the name of Jesus are heard and answered by the
Father. The opposite remains true. Without Christ, heaven and God’s throne of grace
remains closed to sinners. One comes to the Father only through saving faith in Jesus,
His Son.
Praying in Jesus’ name includes faith in Jesus and in everything Jesus did to save us,
to justify us in the Father’s eyes, and make us His own dear children. Praying in
Jesus’ name is to pray in absolute faith and confidence in Jesus. Such faith believes
what God’s Word says about what He’s done to bring us to the Father; Jesus is the
only mediator between God and man: “For there is one God, and there is one mediator
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between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.” (I Timothy 2:5). Praying in Jesus’ name
means praying with Christ who stands with us in the presence of His Father.
That brings me to the next point about prayer in Jesus’ name and God’s promise to
answer. Our prayers must be established on the wealth and strength of God’s Holy
Word. Prayer is listening as well as speaking. We listen to God speak us through the
words of Holy Scripture. Having heard God’s Word, we then speak back to Him,
making our prayers, petitions, requests, and thanksgivings based upon the Word
heard. I trust you’ll understand what I mean by this example…the Lord Jesus has
liken the kingdom of heaven unto little children. Children hear their parents and others
speak. Children, in turn, speak back what they hear. We pray, as children, to our
Father, speaking back to Him what He has said to us in His inspired Word. Praying in
Jesus’ name always prayering in every situation the 3rd petition of the Lord’s Prayer,
“Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Not my will, but Thy will be done.
A word of encouragement to you mothers and grandmothers on this Mother’s Day.
You give so much in so many different ways. Thank you for all of it. But the greatest
gifts you can give to your children is not money, clothes, activities, education, and all
those good things. And they truly are good. But the great gift you can give is 1) to
teach them to pray and 2) to actually pray with your children. Through prayer coupled
with God’s Word, you give to them Jesus. And He is the one who died and rose again
to give them life in this world and the world to come. Father, help your wives in this
regard too. Mom and dads, grandmothers and grandfathers, pray for your children.
And pray with your children. This is God’s good and gracious will.
And the prayers that we pray, if they are to be truly in Christ’s name, must be
established upon God’s Word. Use the very words of Scripture to form your prayers.
Not mention, just simply pray the words of Scriptures themselves!! Even in our prayer
requests that are specific to our lives and circumstances, those situations that are
uniquely our own, are to be made according to God’s revealed will. Consider, for
example, something like purchasing another vehicle. Cars, trucks, and motorcycles are
not mentioned in the Bible. And yet, we recognize that we need transportation to go to
work so we can support our family as well as help and support our neighbor in his
needs. So we pray for the Lord to grant us a vehicle that will helps us fulfill these
parts of His good and gracious will in your lives.
So pray God’s Word. Use the Psalms especially. And every day, pray the Lord’s
Prayer. We have Jesus’ command to do so, don’t we? And when you pray, says Jesus,
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say, “Our Father who art in heaven….” One of our catechism students took the
initiative to time how long it takes to pray the Lord’s Prayer. It’s less than 30 seconds.
So, we concluded during that class that if you have time to brush your teeth every day,
twice a day in fact, then you have time to prayer the Lord’s Prayer as a minimum. In
actuality, the Lord’s Prayer is the perfect prayer. It forms the basis and foundation
upon which all prayers are spoken. Next, comes the psalms. Then the other prayers
written in the Bible. And then the whole Word of God.
It also must be stated that we cannot pray for things that are forbidden in God’s Word.
We cannot pray for evil and unbiblical things in Jesus’ name. No amount of prayer
and fasting can change God’s holy will into something evil. Nor do we Christians
want such things, not really, not when we remember that sin in all its forms and
manifestations leads to death and misery. To pray in Jesus’ name is to seek to avoid
ever form of evil that the devil, the world, and yes, even our sinful nature desires. The
6th and 7th petitions of the Lord’s Prayer are “And lead us not into temptation but
deliver us from evil.”
Praying in Jesus’ name is praying as baptized children of God, children who are loved
and redeemed unto eternal life. It means hearing God’s Word and forming your
prayers based upon the wealth and riches of His Word. “Whatever you ask of the
Father in my name, he will give it to you” (vs. 23). And did you hear the promise,
“that your joy may be full.” Now that’s a promise to hold onto. In our own lives, we
have bitter disappointments. There is never any shortage of things for which we may
pray at any and every given time. As so we pray, that the devil, the world, and our
sinful natures would not take away our joy through false belief, despair, and other
great shame and vice. Our Lord desires to give you true joy, joy that surpasses mere
human understanding. His joy is a fruit of the Holy Spirit, given to us in our baptism.
Blessed are you dear saints of God. For you have the promise “Whatever you ask the
Father in my name, he will give it to you…Ask, and you will receive, that your joy
may be full.” So the Church sings and she prays!
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
Immanuel Lutheran Church – Burns, WY (members of St. John’s also present)
The Ascension of Our Lord
May 13, 2021
Text: Luke 24:44–53
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The sons of Korah are the authors of Psalm 47, the primary content of tonight’s
Introit. This psalm is a prophetic description of our Lord’s ascension to the Father’s
right hand 40 days after His resurrection from the dead. “God has gone up with a
shout, the Lord with the sound of a trumpet” (vs. 5). Tonight’s service is the joyous
commemoration that Jesus is the divine King of kings and Lord of lords who ascended
to the Father’s right hand of glory 40 days after His resurrection. From the Father’s
right, Jesus rules over the heavens and the earth as the incarnate Son of the Father. He
possesses all power and authority. And He remains the Savior of the world, not only
because of His death and resurrection but by means of His rule over the universe.
Matthew’s Gospel, chapter 28, records our Lord’s great commission. Jesus told His
apostles that Christian disciples are to be made until the end of time with a two-fold
approach: baptism in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,
and, teaching everything that Jesus taught. Baptism and teaching the fullness of God’s
Word are the only divinely authorized means of making Christians; they go hand in
glove, two sides of the same coin, if you will. It’s that simple, that profound, and that
mysterious. The Holy Spirit creates and sustains Christ’s Church not through
spectacular miracles nor through powerful displays of persuasive oratory. But by
means of the Bible purely taught in all its articles and the Sacraments rightly
administered in obedience to Christ’s command. Jesus builds His victorious Church
through the ministry of the Spirit working in Word and Sacraments. The Church will
do this until Christ returns in glory on the Last Day.
What’s of great importance for us tonight is the foundational basis and authority of
behind Christ’s Word and Sacrament ministry. In Matthew 28:18, Jesus told His
disciples, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” Then vs. 19,
“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations baptizing …. and teaching.” The
authority Jesus possesses is the authority and power of the Father Himself. Thus, the
sons of Korah write many centuries before Christ’s ascension that God has gone up
with a shout, the Lord with the sound of the trumpet.” Those same sons of Korah saw
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prophetically that Jesus, the ascended God, will rule over the nations of the earth. “For
the Lord, the Most High, is to be feared, a great king over all the earth (vs. 2)…God
reigns over the nations; God sits on his holy throne” (vs. 8). Jesus’ ascension is the
coronation of the King of kings and Lord of lord. He rules over the nations from the
Father’s right hand in majesty and absolute power.
Our Lord’s ascension reminds us, and dare I say, and encourages us to remember
Jesus rules as the incarnate God over history. There are a number of things about this
truth that should encourage us. First, we Christian disciples really don’t do anything.
Jesus does it all. From tonight’s gospel text, Luke 24:44–45, we heard Jesus say to His
disciples, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that
everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms
must be fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures…” Jesus
fulfilled the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms, including Psalm 47
mentioned earlier in this sermon. Jesus did and does the work. Not you and me. The
10 Commandments are a summary of Jesus’ life. The prophets all point to Jesus, the
Messiah. The Psalms are His prayers and His hymns of praise.
Jesus kept and fulfilled. By the grace of the Holy Spirit, our hearts are opened to
understand God’s Word so that as baptized believers we believe and live according to
what we hear in God’s Word. Through Christ and in the power of the Spirit, we
Christians now desire and seek earnestly to live according to God’s Word because our
life is hidden with Christ. Galatians 2:20 describes the life we have with Christ. These
words, I think, are some of the most beautiful and comforting in the Bible, “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.” Jesus is doing the work in us. The life we live, we live by faith
in Jesus who loves us and gave Himself for us. He did all the work; He lives in us. We
gather tonight in His name knowing that even in this service, He is doing the work in
us. And what a gracious and joyous work it is.
Jesus promised the disciples that He would send the Holy Spirit to them. Stay in
Jerusalem “until you are clothed with power from on high” (vs. 49). With the
authority of the Father, Jesus will send the Holy Spirit to clothe us with the Holy
Spirit. Jesu does all the work of getting us properly clothed for a right standing before
His heavenly Father. Consider the imagery Jesus is using here! Every day, we clothe
ourselves for the day’s tasks. Pants, shirt, shoes, skirt, dress, blouse, etc. In order to
walk in this world as a Christian, we must be clothed – completely covered – with the
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Holy Spirit. Nothing else will suffice! Without the Holy Spirt covering us, we are left
naked and exposed, afraid of and ashamed in the Father’s holy presence. But King
Jesus would not leave us without what is most needed. He clothes us from head to toe,
body and soul with the Holy Spirit. In Christ and through Christ we stand in His
resurrection life through the Holy Spirit who completely and absolutely covers us.
From the Father’s right hand, Jesus sends us His greatest gift: the Holy Spirit.
Ten days from tonight, we will celebrate the Day of Pentecost. The Lord Jesus sent
the Holy Spirit with the sound of a might rushing wind to fill the hearts and minds of
His Holy Church. And His beloved people have been clothed with the grace and
power of the Holy Spirit ever since.
Tonight, we are comforted and reminded:
1. That Jesus exercises all authority and power of the universe for the good of His
beloved Church,
2. that Jesus fulfilled Holy Scripture for us and for our salvation,
3. that He opens our hearts and minds to understand the Scriptures, the same
Scriptures that He fulfills,
4. that He clothes us with the Holy Spirit so that we can hear and believe God’s
Word unto eternal life,
5. that by the grace and virtue of Holy Spirit we seek to live according to God’s
Word, and
6. that the life we live, we live by faith in the Lord Jesus who loves us and gave
Himself for us.
What tonight really reminds us is that all these happen because Jesus ascended into
heaven to sit at the right hand of God the Father almighty. From there, He does all
these things for us. The right hand of God is the Bible’s way of saying that Jesus now
fills all heaven and earth. His divine authority and majesty are everywhere present and
operative. He exercises His lordship over all creation. But most especially, He reigns
in His Church through His Word and Sacraments. Christ Jesus is no absent monarch.
He lives among us. He lives within us. Remember, we have been crucified with
Christ. He lives within us now so that the life we live in the flesh, we live by faith in
the Son of God who loves us and gives Himself for us.
Clap your hands, all peoples! Shout to God with loud songs of joy!
For the LORD, the Most High, is to be feared, a great king over all the earth.
God has gone up with a shout, the LORD with the sound of a trumpet.
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God reigns over the nations; God sits on his holy throne.
 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
Exaudi (Seventh Sunday of Easter)
May 16, 2021
Text: Psalm 27
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

These past few weeks I have been preaching and teaching about the characteristics of
the Church using those funny sounding Latin names for each Sunday. The point is not
to learn archaic Latin terms, though I think that’s loads of fun. Rather, the goal is to
grow in our most holy faith. Those Latin terms generally come from the Introit
appointed for the day, which are portions from the Psalms. Two weeks ago, it was
Cantate Sunday. The Church, we learned, is a singing Church proclaiming to the
world the new song of salvation found in Christ Jesus through music and melody. The
command to sing comes from Psalm 98:1, “O sing unto the Lord a new song, for he
has done great things.” Last Sunday we learned that the Church is a praying Church.
The command, from the Latin Rogate, means, “Pray ye, one and all.” It’s derived
from Psalm 66:19 which says, “Blessed be God, because he has not rejected my
prayer or removed his steadfast love from me!” The Church prays because God loves
us through the person and work of His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. The Christian
Church sings and prays.
Now we come to Exaudi Sunday. It too is a Latin word issuing a command to hear.
But this command is quite different from the previous two we’ve considered. Those
commands were directed to us. We are the ones who are to sing and to pray to the
Father by the power of the Holy Spirit under Christ’s grace and love. Today, it’s we
Christians commanding God to hear us as we pray! That should cause us to pause.
Who are we to tell God to do anything? Before we answer that question, let’s look at
the Introit which begins with Psalm 27:7, “Hear, O Lord, when I cry aloud.”
King David is the composer of this psalm. He begins with great confidence and
courage. Vs. 1, “The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The
LORD is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?” The Lord God of
heaven and earth is the source and strength of heart and life. Though the evil forces of
sin and Satan seek to enshroud us in darkness, we live in the divine of Christ shining
through the Words of Holy Scripture. No darkness or human judgment can stand
against us. For God, the Lord of heaven and earth, stands with us and for us. Why
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should we ever be afraid, if God is for us? The apostle Paul, in the New Testament
asks that very question in Romans 8:31, “If God be for us, who can be against us?”
So this first thing we must notice and remember is that God is for us. In spite of our
sins and rebellion, God continues to love this world. He doesn’t wink at our sin. God
Himself made atonement for our sins and the sins of the world through the life,
suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus. The world is reconciled to God through
Jesus. That is the glory of the Christian gospel. The new song of salvation we
considered a couple of weeks ago.
But King David knew that evil remains active in this world. In the next two stanzas he
wrote about evildoers seeking his destruction, enemies were constantly encircling him
in order to destroy him, war was a constant threat. Psalm 27:2–3:
2

When evildoers assail me to eat up my flesh, my adversaries and foes, it is
they who stumble and fall. 3Though an army encamp against me, my heart shall
not fear; though war arise against me, yet I will be confident.
Those enemies included not only men and foreign nations but the spiritual powers of
the devil. David knew that he was being attacked because God was on his side! There
is a strange tension we believers live in. On the one hand, God is on our side. Who
can stand against us and why should we fear anything? On the other hand, our
enemies are larger in number and all the more determined to destroy us precisely
because we are believers in Jesus. This shouldn’t surprise us. The Lord Jesus told us
such things would happen. In the gospel text for today, Jesus told the 12 apostles:
“I have said these things to you to keep you from falling away. They will put
you out of the synagogues. Indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills you
will think he is offering serve to God. And they will do these things because
they have not known the Father, nor me” (John 16:1–3).
Our Lord’s teaching applied directly and immediately to the apostles. But it also
applies to the Church. The apostle Peter admonished and encouraged the Church
when he wrote (I Peter 4:12–14, today’s epistle reading):
“Beloved (as an aside, if the Church is beloved, who is the One loving the
Church? God!!), do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to
test you, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice
insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad
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when his glory is revealed. If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are
blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.”
The Christian Church ought not be surprised when the people of this world turn
against her. It turned against Jesus. He’s the light and salvation of the world King
David sung about in Psalm 27. Though Jesus was rejected and despised by men, we
Christians worship and adore Him in absolute obedience and love. In Christ Jesus, we
stand triumphant and courageous.
King David continued his psalm of prayer and praise. Stanzas 4–6:
4

One thing have I asked of the LORD, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in
the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the
LORD and to inquire in his temple.
5
For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of trouble; he will conceal me
under the cover of his tent; he will lift me high upon a rock.
6
And now my head shall be lifted up above my enemies all around me, and I
will offer in his tent sacrifices with shouts of joy; I will sing and make melody
to the LORD.
In the midst of the enemies and the oppression of God’s enemies still at work in this
life, David remained confident. And he continued to seek the Lord where He might
found. In the house of the Lord, David saw the beauty of the Lord through the
Scriptures read aloud and taught, in the prayers offered to God on behalf of God’s
people, and the sacrifices that promised them the forgiveness of sins and new life. In
the Lord’s temple, David saw Jesus. Jesus is the beauty of the Lord. Jesus is the
Lord’s light and salvation. And having seen the beauty of the Lord in His Temple,
David sang and made melody to the Lord. Again, the Church sings and she prays.
And now we come to the verse that sparked this entire sermon! Psalm 27:7, “Hear
(that’s a command!), O LORD, when I cry aloud; be gracious to me and answer me!”
There’s David, the redeemed sinner, seeking God’s beauty in the Temple speaking to
the Lord with authority and confidence. The question we have been asking is: “Why is
David able to tell God to do anything?” For that matter, why are we Christians able to
issue commands to God? Psalm 27:7 is our prayer too. Day by day, we tell God to
hear us in the Lord’s Prayer. We command God to give us this day our daily bread
and to forgive us our trespasses, the 4th & 5th Petitions. Those two petitions are
unambiguous, clear commands that we Christians speak to God.
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So, to answer the question, “Why we are able to tell God to do anything” we must say
two things. The first I have already said. We tell God what to do because He is not
only our creator, but our redeemer. He has committed Himself to us in love. And in
love, we speak the commands that love issues to a beloved. Give that which only You
as the beloved can give. Light. Salvation. Forgiveness. Hope. Joy. Peace. Resurrection
life. Only God can provide those things. And so we tell God to give what only He can
give, knowing that He loves and cherishes us and we, in turn, love and cherish Him.
The second answer to our question as to why we mere mortals can tell God to do
anything is found in Psalm 27:8. It’s clear and simple, “You have said, ‘Seek my
face.’ My heart says to you, ‘Your face, LORD, do I seek.’” We tell God what to do
because God Himself has commanded us to do so. He tells us we are to seek His face.
To seek His light and salvation. The commands we give to God are authorized and
empowered by God Himself, by His divine command. So we tell God what to do
because 1) He loves us and desires to give us what only He can give and 2) because
He Himself has commanded us to speak to Him in such manner. Notice that both
come from God Himself. Without them, we could never presume to speak to Him in
such a manner. Conversely, if we fail to come to God in prayer demanding what He
Himself has commanded and promised to give, then we sin against Him.
Dear saints of the living God, through your baptism into Christ Jesus, you have been
gifted with the authority and privilege to enter into God’s presence. God is delighted
when you come into His presence to seek the things that only He can give. With all
boldness and confidence, we Christians speak to our heavenly Father as dear children
speak to their dear father. Thus, the prayer that the Lord Jesus gave us and commands
us to pray day by day begins with “Our Father who art in heaven…” You are the
beloved of the Lord, His children, heirs of His kingdom, and the delight of His eyes.
Hear, O Lord, when we pray. For the beauty of Your face we seek in and through the
Lord Jesus Christ. Fill us with Your Spirit. That we may, at all times and in all places,
call you Abba, Father.
 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 23, 2021
Text: John 14:23–31; Psalm 139:7–17
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Christ’s Church is a Spirit-filled Church. They go together. You can’t have the Holy
Spirit and not be part of Christ’s Church nor can you be a living member of Christ’s
Church and not have the Holy Spirit. This is why the Introit begins with that joyous,
confident phrase, “The Spirit of the Lord fills the world. Alleluia. The righteous shall
be glad.” We Christians recognize that God the Holy Spirit is not only present
everywhere at all times, but He lives graciously within our hearts and minds. He
enlivens our souls and bequeaths to us His gifts of love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22–23). For us
Christians, the Holy Spirit truly fills the world. And we are glad.
King David composed Psalm 139 as he contemplated the work of the Holy Spirit
throughout the world and particularly in the lives of God’s people. Consider Psalm
139:7–17; we’ll look at vs. 7–12 first:
7

Where shall I go from your Spirit? Or where shall I flee from your presence? 8If I
ascend to heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there! 9If I
take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, 10even
there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me. 11If I say,
“Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light about me be night,” 12even the
darkness is not dark to you; the night is bright as the day, for darkness is as light
with you.
King David exults in the Spirit’s omnipresence. He truly fills the world. There is no
place we can hide. Not the highest heavens nor the furthest depths. We marvel at the
images from the Hubble Telescope as it peers into the depths of space. Or the pictures
constructed from electron microscopes and other instruments as scientist attempt to
understand the subatomic world. In either situation, the Holy Spirit is there!
Relativistic and quantum physics find their resolution and harmony in the Holy Spirit.
The gracious presence of the Holy Spirit permeating all creation is truly good news,
especially for us believers in Jesus. God the Holy Spirit stands with us always, at all
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times, in all places, during all circumstances. The forces of evil can never whisk us
away to some place where God cannot reach us. Our God is continually present
through the Holy Spirit. And we are glad.
King David narrows his focus to a much more personal level in vs. 13–16:
For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.
I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your
works; my soul knows it very well. 15My frame was not hidden from you, when I
was being made in secret, intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 16Your eyes
saw my unformed substance; in your book were written, every one of them, the
days that were formed for me, when as yet there was none of them.
13
14

The Holy Spirit is responsible for our very existence. He is the Lord and giver of life.
Mankind has always known that the procreation and nurture of children in the womb
are wondrous, mysterious things. Such knowledge has become all the more wonderful
with the discovery of ultrasound technology. We can see the child growing, moving,
forming. Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, David described our growth in the
womb as being knit together, fearfully and wonderfully made. His poetry remains all
the more beautiful and powerful when coupled with cutting edge, 3-dimensional
technology. We get to see the Holy Spirit’s work. The Spirit saw our unformed
substance; the Spirit weaved together every cell in the secret places of our mother’s
womb. It is not mere sentiment or fine sounding words when we say every human
being is unique and priceless. Quite the contrary. The Bible teaches that the Holy
Spirt, the third person of the Trinity, is the creator of every human being. Being prolife is much, much more than holding a political or cultural viewpoint; it’s more than
being against abortion, infanticide, racism, sexism, or any other form of antihumanity. It’s a confession that God the Holy Spirit is the Lord and giver of life,
human life that is fearfully and wonderfully made.
And then David summarizes his contemplations with (Ps. 139:17), “17How precious to
me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them!” Yes, dear saints of God.
The Spirit of the Lord fills the world. Alleluia! And we, the righteous of the Lord, are
glad.
We’re back to where we began. The Church of Jesus is a Spirit-filled Church. Every
baptized Christian believer is filled with the Spirit, a living temple of the Holy Spirit.
The body of Christ, the one, holy Christian and apostolic Church, is enlivened with
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the Spirit. The reason we have such a privileged place of honor is because of the Lord
Jesus Christ. He did the saving work of reconciling the world.
Every human being is fearfully and wonderfully made, as we saw in Psalm 139. But
original and actual sin corrupts every man, woman, and child. In that same psalm,
David wrote about wicked men doing abominable deeds. He prayed that God would
destroy their evil plans, to slay them, in fact (vs. 19). Throughout the Bible, Old and
New Testaments, the wicked are brought to nothing when they turn away from evil in
repentance and confess faith in God unto the forgiveness of sin. The work of the Holy
Spirit doesn’t stop when He forms a child in the womb. He also seeks to bring people
to saving faith in Jesus.
In today’s gospel reading (John 14), the Lord told His disciples, “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” (vs. 26). It is the Father’s will
that His people be filled with the Spirit. For He sends the Spirit in the name of Jesus.
The angel, who visited Joseph, commanded him to name Mary’s Son, Jesus, “for He
will save His people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). The Father sends the Spirit into the
world for the purpose of bringing to them the salvation won by Jesus.
The entire ministry of Jesus is defined by the work of the Holy Spirit. The Lord Jesus
was conceived by the Holy Spirit to be the world’s Savior. Thirty years later, Jesus
was anointed by the Holy Spirit during His baptism in the Jordan River to be the One
who bears the sins of the world. The Holy Spirit led Jesus into the Judean wilderness
to endure the devil’s temptations for us and for our salvation. The Holy Spirit rested
upon Jesus so that when He healed the sick, raised the dead, and preached forgiveness
and eternal life to all believers, they were touched by the Holy Spirit. The Lord Jesus
was raised from the dead by the Father through the Spirit. All that Jesus did was
guided by the Holy Spirit. The name of Jesus gives salvation. The Spirit brings to
sinners the love and grace and righteousness of Jesus. To be a follower of Jesus is to
be filled with the Holy Spirit. And we are glad.
But the work of the Spirit doesn’t stop when sinners believe in Christ Jesus unto
salvation. The Spirit continues to teach Christians about Jesus. “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” (vs. 26). The Church is filled
with the Spirit. And through the Spirit, the Church learns about the teachings of Jesus.
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So here is another vital characteristic of the Church. She lives by the teachings of
Jesus as they are recorded in God’s Word. Look at vs. 23–24
“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. 24Whoever does not love me does
not keep my words. And the word that you hear is not mine but the Father’s who
sent me.
23

We Christians show our love for Jesus by hearing His Word and living according to it.
The Spirit-filled life of a Christian begins, continues, and ends with God’s Word.
Moments before Jesus ascended into heaven, He gave the Great Commission recorded
in Matthew 28:19–20. We readily remember the command, in vs. 19, to make
disciples of all nations by baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and
of the Holy Spirit. But what is too often overlooked is vs. 20, “…teaching them to
observe all that I have commanded you.” The Holy Spirit makes Christians in the
world through baptism and Christ’s teaching.
This is the absolute, essential nature of the Church’s work of preaching Christ and
administering His sacraments. The Spirit works through Word and Sacraments to
make Christians, to create and sustain the Church. Without Christ’s Word, there is no
Church, no forgiveness of sins, no hope of the resurrection on the Last Day, no
everlasting salvation. The Holy Spirit fills the world and brings to it the saving word
of Jesus. Joy and peace come to the world as the Spirit brings sinners to Jesus.
Over these past few Sundays we have highlighted that the Church sings. She prays.
The Church dwells in the presence of the Father and speaks boldly to Him in Christ’s
name. Now we see the Church is filled with the Holy Spirit and lives by the word of
Christ. Our prayers and hymns of praise are guided and enriched by the Spirit. With
all boldness and confidence we pray, “Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of the faithful,
and kindle in them the fire of your love.”
 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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The Holy Trinity
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Text: John 3:1–17
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

I’ve been following a pattern of thought in my sermons over these past several
Sundays. Using the themes of the day, I have been highlighting various characteristics
of the Christian Church. My goal has been to increase and deepen our understanding
of who we are as God’s redeemed people. We are members of the one holy Christian
and apostolic Church founded upon the doctrine of the apostles and prophets with
Christ Jesus the cornerstone. Our membership in Christ’s Church is a grand,
miraculous privilege. The Church is the living body of Christ, His bride, and the focal
point of all human history. The apostle Paul exalted in the glorious nature of the
Church when he wrote:
To me … this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches
of Christ, 9and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden
for ages in God who created all things, 10so that through the church the manifold
wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the
heavenly places (Ephesians 3:8–10).
8

It’s through the Church, the manifold wisdom of God is revealed to the citizens of
heaven and earth. The Bible teach that part of God’s wisdom and even His divine
characteristics can be learned through the study of the natural world including
philosophy, history, the natural sciences, music, art, and so forth. But the Church of
Jesus is the place of divine illumination. This, in part, is why the Church can never
compromise her doctrine and worship to accommodate the passing fads of the world.
God the Holy Trinity has established that His wisdom, His saving will, His love and
mercy, His plans and purposes for this world and the next, can only be made known in
and through the Church. Dear saints of God, let us be what God has redeemed us to
be, the Christian Church. Without apology, excuse, or compromise. Filled with joy,
confidence, and love for God and one another.
We are the Church of Jesus. Over the past month, we have seen the following
characteristics of His Church. This is by no means an exhaustive list but
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representative of the exalted status of Christ’s Church. And remember, the manifold
wisdom of God is revealed to the authorities in heaven and earth through these unique
features of the Church:
1. The Church is a singing Church, proclaiming the new song of salvation in song
and melody unto the end of time. Psalm 98. This is a song that we cannot leave
silent. It’s the song of Jesus, His incarnation and perfect life, His crucifixion,
His resurrection. The entire story and drama of divine redemption, love, and
grace!! May the Church’s song be ever beautiful and powerful.
2. We are a praying Church, calling upon God the Father in Christ’s name as we
live according to His will and purposes through the Spirit of grace. Psalm 66.
And the Lord Jesus taught us that whatever we ask in His name, God the Father
will give us (John 16:23). A most amazing privilege!
3. And then we saw that the Church dwells in the very presence of the Father
through the Spirit. In God’s presence, we speak to Him with a commanding
voice! Yes, we tell God what to do. Such authority God Himself has given to
us. Psalm 27. Hear us, O Lord. For you commanded us to seek your face. And
to bring our petitions to you. Most notably, in the Lord’s Prayer, we command
God to forgive us our trespasses and to give us our daily bread. The Father
Himself has commanded us to speak to Him in such a manner because we are
redeemed by His Son Jesus and filled with His Spirit.
4. And that brings us to last Sunday, Pentecost Sunday. The Church is a Spiritfilled Church. For God the Father and God the Son sent the Spirit to enliven
His Church and to fill the world with His presence. In the womb, God the Spirit
fearfully and wonderfully created each and every human being (Psalm 139).
But the Spirit continues to do His gracious work by calling sinners to
repentance and faith in Christ. In the Church, Christians hear God’s Word and
show their love for Christ by living according to it. To be a Spirit-filled Church
means that the Father and the Son make their home in the hearts and minds of
every Christian (John 14:23).
Now we come to today, Holy Trinity Sunday. This will be the fifth and last
characteristic we will consider in this thematic sermon series. The Church is
Trinitarian, meaning that she and every one of her individual members finds her being
and self-knowledge in the God who is One in essence yet three in Person. The
mystery of the Trinity is the highest, most profound wonder of the Christian faith. The
apostle Paul taught the Roman Christians that many things about God are revealed,
even His invisible attributes of eternal power and divine nature (Rom. 1:20). All
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human societies have known about God’s existence. Some have even believed that
God was one in spite of the predominance of pagan polytheism throughout human
history. But what could never be known through creation is that God is Trinitarian.
One God in essence but three in Person. Only the Holy Scriptures, revealed
knowledge of God made known through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, teach us
that God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. And any discussion or worship of God which
does not confess and adore God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is idolatry.
The Trinitarian life of the Church begins with baptism and continues with teaching all
that Jesus commands. Matthew 28:19–20 records Jesus’ Great Commission. Christian
disciples will be made from all nations until the end of time when water is applied in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Entrance into God’s
kingdom begins with God’s Trinitarian name being given to sinners through Baptism.
Then, according to Jesus, baptized Christians must be taught Christian doctrine.
“Every word that I have commanded you” is how Jesus described the teaching His
people are to receive in Matthew 28:20. Through the means of baptism and teaching,
the Lord Jesus will be with His Church until the end of time.
Christian discipleship is really that simple and that profound. God’s holy name and
Word are given to us so that we are now part of His family. We belong, body and
soul, mind and heart, to God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. His Word and His Spirit
guide and direct us in every area of life. For as Jesus taught in John 3:5, from today’s
gospel reading, we Christians are born-again through baptismal waters and the Holy
Spirit.
We mustn’t pass over our Lord’s teaching regarding our new birth. Without the new
birth of water and the Spirit, no one can enter God’s kingdom. Jesus said that twice.
John 3:3 and John 3:5. The reason we need a new birth is described in vs. 6, “That
which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.” Our
fleshly birth, you know, the one we celebrate every year with cake, ice cream, and
singing, that birth will not get you into God’s kingdom. Our human flesh, that is, our
human nature, cannot receive the things of God for it is corrupted by sin. The apostle
Paul declares bluntly in Romans 8 that setting our minds on the flesh is death and it is
impossible to please God according to the flesh (vs. 1-8). We must be born again
according to the Spirit. That’s our new birth. And it is given to us in water baptism
that is administered in God’s Trinitarian name. The Church is Trinitarian for her
members are born again by water and Spirit given in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit.
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This is why we rejoice in our baptism. Not only once a year, like we celebrate our
earthly birthday, but every day. By the way, it is a great thing to remember your
baptismal birthday! The day of new birth in the water and Spirit; the day we received
the forgiveness of sins, the in-dwelling of the Holy Spirit, the promise of the
resurrection on the Last Day and an eternal inheritance in God’s kingdom. But we
celebrate our baptismal new birth every day. In the Lord’s Prayer, we say, “Our
Father who art in heaven…” We sinners are privileged to call upon the Father because
His Son, Jesus gave us this prayer to pray day by day in the grace and power of the
Spirit. The Lord’s Prayer can only be prayed by Christians baptized in God’s holy
name: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Our Christian faith finds its beginning, its day-byday continuance, and its promised fulfillment on the Last Day in God the Holy
Trinity. The Church, from beginning to end, is Trinitarian.
The wisdom of God is revealed in the Church. Such wisdom is found by knowing who
God is. He is one in essence but three in Person. God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
That is the great confession we make before the world through our Christian lives and
our public worship services. Knowing God’s wisdom is also knowing who we are in
relationship to Him. This God loves His creation. He seeks to save His people and
give them a new birth in water and Spirit. Because of this divine love, most clearly
and beautifully revealed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the Church sings
the new song of redemption, she prays and dwells in the Father’s presence with
boldness and confidence, she lives in and by the Spirit, and she confesses the truth of
who God is and what He did and does to save her.
Enlivened with His grace and love, may we always be bold and courageous as God’s
Trinitarian Church!
 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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Text: Luke 16:19–31
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

There’s a curious phrase that people sometime use especially when facing trial or
adversity. It goes something like, “No matter what happens, I’ve got my faith.” As
Christians, we always strive to hear and understand people charitably. What folks
generally mean by this phrase is that they believe Jesus will see them through the
difficulty. And this is good and godly. For the crucified and resurrected Jesus will see
His people through every twist and turn of this life as He prepares us for life in His
eternal kingdom.
While I generally think this is what Christians means by this phrase, it is problematic;
in fact, it’s quite deficient. The deficiency lies in the fact that it doesn’t mention Jesus!
Faith always, always has an object; it never exists by itself or for itself. We have faith
in something or someone. For Christians, we have faith in Jesus with the emphasis
being on Jesus. The object of saving faith is the Lord Jesus Christ.
The author of Hebrews wrote to encouraged the Christians of his day; they were
discouraged and beginning to feel the initial heat of persecution. Something very
similar may be beginning in our own context. Faith was defined as “the assurance of
things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). After providing an
impressive catalogue of Old Testament believers and their various deeds of faith, in
the rest of chapter 11, the author then made a direct application to the Christians of his
own day in Hebrews 12:1–2, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great
cloud of witnesses … let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking
unto Jesus, the founder and perfector of our faith.” Stay focused on Jesus with singleminded clarity. Jesus is the one who gives us saving faith in Him. And Jesus is the
One who will bring our faith in Him to its completion on the resurrection on the Last
Day. The Scriptures teach, from Genesis to Revelation, that we receive justification,
the forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and all the blessings of God’s kingdom by faith in
Jesus (Rom. 3:25, 28; 5:1). Jesus is the Savior; He is our assurance and conviction.
So, a better way to speak is to say that “No matter what happens, I’ve got Jesus. He
will see me through every difficulty and bring me unto His eternal glory.”
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True faith, the kind the Bible describes, is truly a great and marvelous gift created in
us by the Holy Spirit through the gospel. Through faith, we receive Jesus. His life and
love. All the promises of His kingdom. That’s why it’s a good thing to ask God the
Father to increase our faith in Jesus. Until the resurrection on the Last Day, we see
and live by faith, not by sight or human experience (II Cor. 5:7). Only on the Last
Day, will faith be perfected and no longer needed. For we will see Jesus with our
resurrected eyes, touch Him with resurrected hands, and live forever, body and soul,
in His kingdom. That Day, however, has not yet arrived. Until then, we live by faith in
the crucified and resurrected Lord Jesus.
The story of the rich man and Lazarus helps us to understand better what faith is and
the how faith in Jesus allows us to see things as they truly are. Let’s consider the story
from Luke 16; Jesus doesn’t call this a parable but it does appear to be a fictional
story. There are two men. One, an unnamed rich man clothed in royal clothing who
feasted sumptuously every day (vs. 19). This man’s day to day life was filled with
opulence and the best the world had to offer. From every external measure, this man
was a great success. Men like him are sought out by authors and reporters for
interviews and stories. His face would grace the cover of business magazines and
publications of the social elites.
Now we come to the second man in the story, Lazarus a wretch of man covered with
sores and begging at the rich man’s gates (vs. 20–21). The only earthly comforts
Lazarus had were friends willing to carry him to the rich’s man’s gate where he would
beg all day. And the neighborhood dogs who licked his sores. We don’t know what
Lazarus ate day after day except that he desired to be fed from the crumbs that fell
from the rich man’s sumptuous table (vs. 21).
Desiring to eat what falls from the master’s table might remind you of another
desperate situation recorded in the Bible. A Canaanite woman who came to Jesus
begging Him to cast out a demon from her daughter (Matt. 15:21–28; Mark 7:24–30).
At first, Jesus rebuffed the woman, ignored her! And then He said it was not proper to
give the children’s bread to the dogs. To all this she said, “Yes Lord, yet even the
dogs eat from the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” The Lord Jesus
enshrined this response as one of the greatest examples of Christian faith. “O woman,
great is your faith” (Matt. 15:28). She recognized who her master was: Jesus. And no
matter what He does or says, it will be enough for her daughter, for herself. The
woman’s faith was focused solely upon the Lord Jesus.
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The Bible doesn’t say that Lazarus had great faith. But we know he did because in
spite of his horrific circumstances, Lazarus was carried into heaven when he died.
Although his life seemed to be a sad, miserable tragedy, he was in fact, a man of faith.
In this earthly life, Lazarus received bad things. But he had faith in Jesus resulting in
receiving God’s good things in heaven (vs. 25). The crumbs he ate did not come from
the sumptuous table of the rich man but the very bread of life, the Lord Jesus Christ.
This story illustrates beautifully and powerfully what true Biblical faith is. Regardless
of everything Lazarus experienced in his day-to-day existence, he trusted and believed
in God. He had Christian faith, that is, faith that remained focused upon Jesus.
Lazarus was a successful man, not by the standards of the world, but according to
God’s righteous judgment.
The same cannot be said about the rich man. He too died and was buried. Through the
story, Jesus says the rich man was tormented in Hades, the realm of the dead. He died
an unbeliever. He had no Christian faith. He received good things during his earthly
life. He feasted on the best food money could buy. But he did not eat of the bread of
life given freely to all who have faith in Jesus.
This is the contrast presented by our Lord’s story. According to human wisdom,
judgment, and observation, the rich man was the success, Lazarus the failure. How
many of us would tell our children or grandchildren to admire or seek to be like
Lazarus? And yet, that is what we should tell our loved ones! Be like Lazarus, the
man of Christian faith, the man who could say, “No matter what happens, I have faith
in Jesus. He is my Lord and Savior. He died and rose again for me. To save me from
Hades. To give me the joys and comforts of His eternal kingdom. Jesus is my
assurance and my conviction.”
As I said at the beginning of this sermon, this story is probably fictional. But what
Luke 16:19–31 teaches is absolutely true. Christian faith, that is, faith and trust
focused upon Jesus is the final and authoritative standard by which our lives will be
judged. All the gifts we receive in this earthly life – family, friends, jobs, money,
possessions, years of life, everything – are gifts of God’s love and grace; we receive
them with great joy and thanksgiving. But they are not the standard by which our life
will be judged by God. The standard is do we know and believe in Jesus as He is
described and presented for us in Holy Scripture. We could spend a great deal of time
considering vs. 29–31 where we learn that the only way Christian faith is given is
through God’s Word. Miracles and people rising from the dead will not give faith in
Jesus. But God’s Word does. That is why coming to Church and worshipping with

4

God’s people around God’s Word and Sacraments is the most important thing that
happens in our lives. God’s Word is the on-going feast of the bread of life. Without it,
there can be no true faith in Jesus. But the primary focus of today’s sermon is to
exhort and encourage you to keep your eyes of faith focused on Jesus, the founder and
perfecter of our faith.
Only Christian faith, created by the Holy Spirit and informed by the teachings of Holy
Scripture, gives us the ability to know that Lazarus was successful and the rich man a
failure. Through faith in Jesus, we see the truth of how things really are and not
merely what the appear to be. God created us in the beginning to have fellowship with
Him and through Him to have love and fellowship with one another. The full human
life can only be experienced as a Christian who has saving faith in Christ Jesus, the
Lord of glory who died and rose from the dead to atone for the sins of the world. No
matter what happens in this life – good, bad, and everything in between, Jesus is your
Savior. Faith looks to Christ Jesus alone and rejoices with joy unspeakable and filled
with glory.
 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 14:15–24
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Pharisees of Jesus’ day were very fastidious about the traditions of the fathers and
the ceremonial Law of the Old Testament. It was extremely important to them that
hands were washed before supper, that only people ceremonially clean were allowed
into one’s home, that one take extra care not to defile oneself knowingly or
unknowingly, and so forth. The Law must be kept, especially the Sabbath. That’s why
they were furious with Jesus when He healed sick people on the Sabbath; He’s
working on the Sabbath. In Luke 13, Jesus healed a woman afflicted with a disabling
spirit – a demon! – the woman had been bent over for 18 years! The problem was
Jesus healed her while He was teaching in the synagogue on a Sabbath. The ruler of
the synagogue became indignant and said, “There are six days in which work ought to
be done. Come on those days and be healed, and not on the Sabbath day” (Luke
13:14). The Lord Jesus chastised the Pharisees for his hypocrisy:
“Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger
and lead it away to water it? 16And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham
whom Satan bound for eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath
day?” (Luke 13:15–16).
It’s easy to roll our eyes at the Pharisee’s self-righteousness. Our fellow human beings
require love not just six days a week but seven! And our love for God and His Word
includes all the days of the week, not merely the day of worship. The Pharisees were
known for restricting what could take place on Saturday, the 7th day of the week. (No
healings, very little cooking, wash your hands, and be careful who you touch or who
touches you!) That was a grievous sin on their part. It resulted in hating their neighbor
and, ironically and tragically, despising God’s Word which says love your neighbor as
yourself while loving God above all things.
And yet, I think we moderns struggle with the opposite extreme. And it too results in
hating our neighbor and despising God and His Word. Our problem is that we allow
too much on the Lord’s Day; we don’t set proper priorities and boundaries in
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relationship to God, His Word, other people, and the material possessions entrusted to
us. The parable in the reading from Luke 14 demonstrates this powerfully.
The context is a Sabbath dinner feast at a ruling Pharisee’s house. There has already
been a great deal of tension because Jesus healed a man of dropsy during the meal.
Jesus asked them if it was lawful to heal on the Sabbath (vs. 3). They remained silent.
And then Jesus chastised the entire group for seeking the prominent places around the
table. It was just petty powerplays, people trying to look more important socially than
they really were. Jesus warned them, “For everyone who exalts himself will be
humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (vs. 11). And to cap it all off,
the Lord told the leading Pharisee to invite the poor, the crippled, and the beggars to
his next feast rather than his rich friends. Go love your neighbor who cannot repay
you, trusting the Lord will reward you in the resurrection of the just (vs. 14).
In response to all these things, a guest had the cheek to say, “Blessed is everyone who
will eat bread in the kingdom of God!” (vs. 15). It’s a common tactic when everything
is tense. You diffuse the situation with a vague platitude of spirituality and
righteousness. The Lord Jesus has called them all, the ruling Pharisee and all his
guests, to repentance for not believing God’s Word and living according to it. They
haven’t loved their neighbor, not the man with dropsy nor each other as they sought to
out-do one another in social prestige. All of them ought to have been seeking the
Lord’s forgiveness and seeking His grace for their sins of pride and selfishness. But
no! Unbelief cloaked in pious talk. Dear saints of God, we need to be very wary of
that innate desire that lives in each of us, according to our sinful flesh, to justify
ourselves so that we always look good. We cloak our sin and our tormented
consciences with platitudes trying to convince ourselves and others that we’re all ok.
When in fact, we need the healing balm of God’s mercy in Christ Jesus. But that
requires humbling ourselves before God and man. And setting priorities properly. In
the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord Jesus taught we are to seek first His kingdom and
His righteousness. All the other things needed in life will be added. (Matt. 6:33).
This is the context of the parable that Jesus gives in vs. 16–24. Now the particulars. A
man gave a great banquet and invited many. The man represents God the Father
almighty. He sent out his servants informing the invited guests that the time for the
feast had come. The feast represents the Gospel of forgiveness, life, and salvation
given to God’s people through His Word. The feast is ultimately found in the person
and work of Jesus. For He is the bread of life come down from heaven upon which
whoever feeds will never taste death. The crucified and resurrected Jesus is the feast.
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The Old Testament prophets prophesied about Him as they invited God’s people to
receive His mercy and love through the participation in the sacrifices, feast and
festivals, as well as the prayers and hymns of praises. Jesus healed the sick, gave
deliverance from the oppressed, preached healing and forgiveness, and fed thousands
with bread and fish in order to demonstrate that He is the feast of life. He is the
Savior, the Messiah, the hope and light of the world. His people will feast in the joys
of His kingdom throughout their earthly life through faith in Jesus and in the world to
come through actual participation in the resurrection of the just. Jesus is the banquet
of salvation. And He gives Himself freely. His servants, the apostles, prophets, and
now pastors in Christ’s Church, as well as members of the Christ’s holy body, the
Church, are continually inviting people to come to the feast of Jesus centered around
His Word and Sacraments. Unlike the Pharisees of Jesus’ day, there are no restrictions
on who can and cannot come.
In the parable, Jesus focuses on three individuals. One recently purchased some land.
Another purchased five yoke of oxen. The third just got married. All of them excused
themselves from the feast of salvation. We need to consider this parable closely. The
feast represents the salvation and the joy of heaven won for the world by the death and
resurrection of Jesus. In order to take care of some land, to do more work, and to get
married, they said no to Jesus. Obviously, there is nothing inherently sinful or wrong
in these things. In fact, they are good. Many Bible passages teach that we Christians
are to be good stewards of land and property. We are to work and support our family.
And yes, most of us are called by God to get married and have children. These are
God’s gifts!! But we must not allow them to keep us away from the feast; to keep us
away from Jesus, His life, and His love.
The Pharisees restricted what could take place on the Sabbath. The men in parable
allowed too much on the Lord’s Day. They didn’t say no to some very good things in
order to receive the most necessary thing: Jesus. When we don’t keep Jesus as our
first and top priority, pride takes root and grows. Eventually, we despise God’s Word
which teaches us to love God and our neighbor.
You might ask how does not participating in the common life of the Church result in
hurting our neighbor? Aren’t each of us responsible for our own souls? If I neglect the
things of God, then I will give an account of it before God. But surely I am not
responsible for others. That is a grave mistake. God created us human beings to be in
relationship with others. If I, as a husband, allow too many things to keep me away
from Jesus, that will affect my wife and my children, my brothers and sisters, parents,
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aunts and uncles, as well as my close neighbors, and so forth. My life and actions
teach that Jesus isn’t important or at least not as important as work, material
possessions, or even other people. My actions teach others to despise God’s Word and
Christ’s gifts. We cannot allow good things to become more important than Jesus.
When we do, we not only hurt ourselves but those who we love the most.
Saints of God, learn to say no to things that will keep you from regular, faithful
Church attendance on Sundays. Order the priorities in all the days of the week so that
Jesus remains the focus. All of our lives are very different. How that might look for
each person and family will vary. But find time to pray and hear God’s Word with the
members of your household. If single, then find ways to do this with others. Use your
money in ways that reflect a priority upon the things of God. That includes food,
clothing, medical care, leisure, caring for neighbors, the Church, etc. Don’t take a job
or a career advancement or a college program that will keep you from Church and
worshipping at home with your family. Say no to clubs and extracurricular activities
that require you to absent yourself or your family from faithful reception of Christ’s
Word and Sacraments. If you are a business owner, find ways so that your employees
have the opportunity for worship and things of God. The Bible speaks about these
things quite frequently.
I want to bring this sermon to a conclusion on a positive note. It’s true that all of us
fail to keep the main things the main things. But the Lord Jesus calls us to repentance
so that we can participate in the true, lasting joys of life in His kingdom. The greatest
gift you can give to yourself and your loved ones is to worship Jesus as THE priority
in all of life, 24/7. Jesus is no miser or a kill joy ready to squash the fun out of life. It’s
quite the opposite in fact. He wants your life so full of the abundance of His kingdom
that He suffered and died for your sins and rose again from the dead in order to
prepare a special place for you in the feast of His kingdom. In conclusion, hear what
King David wrote about the joys of life in God’s kingdom.
Psalm 16:11
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.
Psalm 36:7-9
7
How precious is your steadfast love, O God! The children of mankind take refuge in
the shadow of your wings. 8They feast on the abundance of your house, and you give
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them drink from the river of your delights. 9For with you is the fountain of life; in
your light do we see light.
 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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Christianity is a religion of joy! In fact, it’s one of the chief characteristics of
Christianity. This is what the Bible says about our most holy faith.
“You make known to me the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of
joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore” (Psalm 16:11).
“Whom having not seen, ye love; in whom, though now ye see him not, yet
believing, ye rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory” (I Peter 1:8, KJV).
“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,
faithfulness…” (Galatians 5:22).
And I can’t name another religion that says you ought to rejoice when you are
persecuted and hated for confessing and living according to your faith. In the Sermon
on the Mount, the Lord Jesus said (Matthew 5:11–12):
“Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds
of evil against you falsely on my account. 12Rejoice and be glad, for your
reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before
you.
11

A few decades later, James began his general epistle with different but somewhat
related idea, namely, joy in the midst of spiritual trails and testing. James 1:2–4:
“2Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3for you
know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4And let
steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking
in nothing.”
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Christianity gets a bad reputation for being dull, austere, and joyless. Sometimes, we
Christians are partially to blame for this. Do we not, from time to time, give off the
impression that Christianity is all about rules, regulations, do’s and don’t, obligations
and requirements? Do we speak about the freedom, liberty, joy, reconciliation, peace,
and love given to us in Christ Jesus? Or even that the Christian life is joyous even
when facing various forms of spiritual or physical adversity?
We Christians should be the last ones to give off an air of joyless solemnity. After all,
we worship the Lord who takes delight in His creation. The psalmists are consistently
calling our attention to the wonder of God’s mighty works in creation. Throughout
this beautiful universe you will find the imprint of God’s joy and humor. Have you
ever stopped and looked, and I mean really looked, at, for example, a rabbit? Or a
hornbill bird? Rabbits have ears that are about half as long as their entire body!
Hilarious. Or the hornbill bird with a beak about half the size of its entire body. How
does it fly? Or the platypus. Is it a duck, or a beaver, or what? A kangaroo! Seriously.
A pouch in the front, super-sized rabbit legs, skinny arms, and donkey-sized ears. The
Lord God, the creator of heaven and earth, has an incredible sense of humor. This
world is filled with divine joy and laughter. Our God delights in variety, spontaneity,
and curious originality. Remember what the psalmist sung, “…at your right hand are
pleasures forevermore.”
It’s sin and unbelief that bring misery. Boredom and dullness come, not from God, but
from the devil. God is not a kill-joy, the devil is. When we were baptized into God’s
Trinitarian name, we received the spiritual gifts of divine joy, love, goodness, etc., all
filled with God’s glory.
The problem we sinful human beings face is seeing and experiencing the joy that
comes from Christ’s gifts of the forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation. The Pharisees
and scribes of Jesus’ day were certainly not finding any joy in God’s salvation. Luke
15, today’s gospel text, describes the Pharisees and scribes grumbling and
complaining that Jesus was receiving and eating with tax collectors and sinners (vs. 1–
2). The New Testament gospels don’t sugarcoat the fact that the crowds flocking to
Jesus were filled with people with broken, sinful, ugly lives. But those sinful people
were finding joy and peace in Christ’s preaching of God’s kingdom, the forgiveness
of sins, and the promise that they too are loved by God. The Pharisees and scribes, by
contrast, were appalled and shocked! How can Jesus claim to be a man of God and a
teacher of truth while receiving the likes of these kinds of dirty, ugly, sinful people?
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In a number of places, the Lord preached that He came to seek and to save the lost
(Luke 19:10). Or that He came to heal the sick and the oppressed for only the sick
need a physician (Matt. 9:12). In Luke 15, the Lord answers the objections of Him
receiving sinners by giving two parables. In the first parable (vs. 3–7), a shepherd
leaves behind 99 sheep, who are enjoying the care and comforts of living in the green
pastures of the Lord’s protection, in order to find the one lost sheep. In the second
parable (vs. 8–10), a woman turns her house over from top to bottom to find one lost
coin. She has 9 safely in hand but devotes her complete attention to finding the one
lost coin. And here is the incredible, fascinating thing. Both parables conclude with
these words, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep (vs. 6)….Rejoice with me,
for I have found the coin” (vs. 9). Twice, there is the call to rejoice!
And then, if we were to keep reading the rest of Luke 15, you would find that
immediately following those two parables is the greatest, most famous parable of all!
The parable of the prodigal son. That parable describes the father, who represents God
the Father almighty, throwing a family feast with all the joy and celebration his love
and riches could provide when his terribly sinful, but now repentant son, returns
home. God rejoices when sinners return home the gloom of sin and death. But there’s
a twist in the parable’s conclusion. The older brother comes home from working and
responds with anger and resentment when he learns about the feast taking place
because of his younger brother’s return. The father goes out to his angry son and
appeals to him to join in the celebration. And that’s where the story ends, on a
cliffhanger. Will the older brother rejoice in the salvation of his brother? Or will he
remain in the dull, angry resentment of sin and unbelief? The Lord Jesus gave these
parables in response to the Pharisees and scribes grumbling over Him eating and
receiving sinners. The question all three parables presents to us is, “Will we rejoice in
the salvation of sinners?” Or maybe to put it differently, “Will we find joy in what
brings God joy?” The first two parables conclude with a clear, definitive statement
describing the hosts of heaven rejoicing in the repentance of sinners. Let’s read them
again.
“Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who
repents than over ninety-nine righteous person who need no repentance” (vs.
7).
“Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who
repents” (vs. 10).
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God the Holy Trinity rejoices and celebrates each and every time a sinner repents.
I began this sermon by reading various passages of Scripture that describe the joy
found in God’s works and the joy received through His Spirit. I had a bit of fun
describing a few animals God created. And yet the Bible calls us to study and consider
God’s many and various works. Psalm 111:1–2:
1

Praise the LORD! I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart, in the
company of the upright, in the congregation.
2
Great are the works of the LORD, studied by all who delight in them.
3
Full of splendor and majesty is his work, and his righteousness endures
forever.
God’s greatest work is the salvation of the world completely through the person and
work of Jesus, God’s Son. While we should find great joy and pleasure in God’s
creative work (the sun, moon, stars, the animals, our fellow human beings, children,
etc.) our greatest source of joy ought to come from our Lord’s work of salvation.
“Great are the works of the Lord, studied by all who delight in them.” All the hosts of
heaven, says Jesus, rejoices in the repentance of sinners. That includes our own
repentance as well as the repentance of our brothers and sisters. Wallowing around in
sin destroys joy and peace. It wrecks our lives. Sin promises fun and happiness. And
let’s be honest with ourselves. Sin often gives a measure of pleasure. But it takes more
than it gives. Whereas the salvation of Christ Jesus keeps giving more and more and
more. It grows richer and deeper. It doesn’t take away. “At your right hand are
pleasures forever more” sang the psalmist.
Each Sunday divine service is a feast and celebration of the Lord’s joy. Deep, lasting
joy comes through repentance, that is, turning away from the gloom of sin and evil
and returning back home to the Father through the salvation won for us by Christ
Jesus in the power of the Holy Spirit. Do you know that after every sermon, we pray a
portion of Psalm 51 which says:
Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.
Cast me not away from Thy presence, and take not They Holy Spirit from me.
Restore unto me the joy of Thy salvation, and uphold me with Thy free spirit.
Amen.
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To be sure, we know absolutely that God the Holy Trinity and all the heavenly hosts
are rejoicing when we sing those great words in Christian faith. True, deep, lasting joy
is found in the great works of God. Christianity is a religion of joy, the only religion
of joy, because of God’s greatest work: the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of
the Lord Jesus Christ, all done for the salvation of sinners. Invite your family and
friends to Church. Tell them it’s the weekly celebration of the most joyous event in
human history: the salvation of sinners. All of the hosts of heaven join us, week after
week, in celebration. By God the Father’s grace and with the power of the Holy Spirit,
may each one of you be filled with the joy and peace of Jesus, the Lord of glory and
love.
 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 eighth commandment says, “You shall not bear false witness against your
neighbor.” The Small Catechism teaches us what this means, “We should fear and
love God so that we do not tell lies about our neighbor, betray him, slander him, or
hurt his reputation, but defend him, speak well of him, and explain everything in the
kindest way.” Isn’t it so easy to speak a quick, harsh word of judgment? On just about
anything with almost little or no real knowledge about the situation? It is commonly
acknowledged today that the internet and the various social media outlets encourage
every kind of falsehood, betrayal, slander, and unmerciful condemnations. God’s
Word calls us to be a different kind of people. Our standard is truth and love
combined for God’s glory and our neighbor’s good. By God’s grace, we seek to
explain everything in the kindness way possible so that God’s name is kept holy and
our neighbor’s lives and reputations are protected and cherished. In today’s Gospel
reading, the Lord Jesus calls us to be merciful (vs. 36).
And then, the very next words our Lord speak, are “Judge not, and you will not be
judged …” (vs. 37). Tragically, this beautiful teaching of our Lord Jesus is used to
justify believing and doing all kinds of sinful things. Has someone ever said to you,
“Don’t judge me or my actions. Jesus said, ‘Judge not lest you be judged.’” Another
teaching of our Lord, also from today’s gospel text, is used in a similar way, “Take
the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take out the speck that is
in your brother’s eye” (vs. 42). Have you ever heard someone say, “Get the log out of
your own eye before telling me about the speck in my eye”? Thus, our Lord’s own
teaching become the trump card to justify sin, shame, and vice.
So we’re presented with a dilemma. On the one hand, the world, our sinful nature, and
the technologies of the world encourage us to pronounce quick and irrevocable
judgments over situations and persons we have no business speaking about. On the
other hand, we are told that we can never speak a word of judgment because Jesus
Himself said we can’t do so. It’s almost a perfect catch-22.
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Let’s try to sort this out just a bit. Today’s reading from Luke 6:36–42 is only a
portion of a larger sermon sometimes called the Sermon on the Plain. It’s similar to
the Sermon on the Mount but the situation and circumstances are different. Earlier in
this sermon, Jesus said false prophets would come into the world (vs. 26). In the
Sermon on the Mount, (Matthew 7:15–16a) the Lord gave more teaching about how
we are to think and act about them. Jesu said, “Beware of false prophets, who come to
you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will recognize them
by their fruits.” In this situation, Jesus commands His people to make a judgment
between what is true and false based upon their fruits – their teaching and their way of
life – lest we are consumed by ravening wolves bent on destroying our souls.
The judgment that is forbidden in Luke 6:37 is judging the heart of a person according
to our own standards rather than according to the Word of God. In addition, what is
forbidden is for us to stand in judgment over a person so as to determine whether or
not they are worthy of salvation or damnation. In either case, we are putting ourselves
in the place of God.
No, dear saints of God. These things must be left in and under God’s authority. We
must judge actions and deeds by the standard of God’s Word to determine whether or
not they are true and right. But the standard is God’s Word not ours. And the
condition of one’s heart can only be rightly determined by God Himself. God and
God’s Word are the only just and righteous judges of human hearts. Not you. Not me.
But what’s even more distressing about this problem of judging hearts and specks in
one another’s eye is how easily we overlook what Jesus said first, specifically, vs. 36,
“Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.” On the one hand, we are quick to say,
“Don’t judge me” and “Get the log out of your own eye first” but are we even more
eager to be merciful? Where is the zeal to be gracious, to explain everything in the
kindest way? To give kindness every when it is not deserved? That’s what mercy is.
Giving kindness and favor when the person deserves judgment, discipline, and
punishment.
Before mercy can be given, there must be a true judgment that something is wrong.
Mercy determines that there is a debt that must be paid. And then pays it for the
indebted person. Mercy judges that an action was wrong and then determines that the
person will not be held responsible. The loss will be borne by the one showing the
mercy. You see, mercy is that great virtue that desires to see favor and goodness given
to someone who, in fact, deserves punishment.
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According to Jesus, the standard of mercy is God the Father Himself. We baptized
Christians know the mercy of our heavenly Father. He is the one who sent His Son to
die for our sins. In mercy, the Father forgives our sins for Christ’s sake. In mercy, the
Father declares us righteous through Christ. In mercy, God the Father baptizes us into
the death and resurrection of Jesus so that we become newborn children of God and
living temples of the Holy Spirit. We Christians know that if God the Father judged us
according to the just merits of our sins, we would be lost forever in the punishments
of hell itself. But He has shown us mercy! Without compromising the truth or
violating His love. And we rejoice exceeding with joy unspeakable and full of glory!
God the Father desires, above all else, that we know Him according to His mercy,
love, and truth. These reflect His true nature. God is, first and foremost, a God of
mercy and love. His work of judgment and condemnation is what the Bible calls, in
Isaiah 28:11, His alien work. Through the preaching of His holy Law with all its strict
and uncompromising demands, God reveals to us our sins and His judgment against
them. Although necessary, it is not God’s proper work. Above all else, God seeks to
show mercy to sinners. He seeks to save by bringing them out of their self-inflicted
misery and exalt them to the status of redeemed, holy, precious children of His eternal
kingdom (c.p. Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation Thesis 4). Our God is a God of love
and mercy.
Saints of God, we can neither allow our sinful nature to indulge in the senseless
breaking of the 8th commandment so common in all of human history, but which is so
celebrated in our time through technological advancements. Nor can we resist God’s
work of revealing speaks and logs in our heart, soul, and mind. Instead, we seek
God’s discipline so that we can repent of our sins and receive God’s mercy, love, and
grace.
The greatest sign and wonder of the Father’s mercy is found in the cross of Jesus. On
Calvary’s cross, Jesus bore our sins and the Father’s judgment against them. Jesus
cried out in dereliction, “My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken Me?” (Psalm
22:1). But the Father’s mercy and love were then revealed to the world when He
raised His righteous Son from the dead on Easter morning. Through faith in the
crucified and resurrected Jesus, we come to know the Father in His mercy, that is, His
undeserved favor, kindness, benevolence, forgiveness, exaltation, eternal life.
Because we Christians have received this enduring, everlasting mercy of the Father,
we seek to share it others. Thus, we refuse to stand in the place of God. Instead, we
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desire to show mercy to anyone caught in sin and error because the Father has shown
us mercy. He has not judged us unto eternal death. He has removed the logs and
specks from our eyes through the blood of Jesus. We cannot compromise the truth.
Nor can we violate love. Love and truth mingle together in the life and ministry of
Jesus. Through Christ, we receive God’s mercy.
And when we find errors in someone’s life and doctrine, we must speak a correcting
word of truth and love according to God’s holy Word. To leave our neighbor in their
sin that very well could endanger their immortal soul, would be the worst form of
hatred and malice. Mercy, love, and truth, as they are revealed in God’s Word, compel
us to speak and act for the good of our neighbor.
The standard of mercy we seek to receive and to give is God the Father Himself. And
what did Jesus promise regarding His Father’s mercy and love? Vs. 38, “give, and it
will be given to you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over,
will be put into your lap. For with the measure you use it will be measured back to
you.” Such is the abundant, super-abundant, mercy and love of our Father. The
steadfast love of the Lord endures forever. May we be like Him. Known for being
God’s people of truth, love, and mercy. May we be like Christ. Christians in the truest
sense of the word with mercy running over every thought, word, 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
Fifth Sunday after Trinity
July 4, 2021
Text: Luke 5:1–11
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today’s appointed gospel reading teaches us the crowds were pressing in upon Jesus
because He was preaching the word of God. He has already performed miracles.
Certainly this grabbed people’s attention. But Luke wrote the crowd wanted to hear
God’s Word. The preaching of Jesus was different from the teaching of the Pharisees.
He spoke with authority. And Jesus proclaimed God’s love, grace, and forgiveness. So
they pressed in upon Him all the more. They were hungry for the Gospel.
Jesus borrowed Simon Peter’s boat so that He could preach more easily to the evergrowing crowd. Peter’s boat became a floating pulpit on the Sea of Gennesaret, better
known to us as the Sea of Galilee. We don’t know exactly what Jesus said nor do we
know how long He preached. At this point in Luke’s gospel, those details aren’t
important. This miraculous event has different purposes. It teaches us 1) what kind of
people Jesus calls to be His disciples and 2) how people become disciples of the Lord
Jesus Christ. And these are power lessons indeed, so powerful, they impact each one
of us to this very day. Let’s consider the details.
Once Jesus had finished His preaching and teaching, Jesus turned to Simon and,
according to vs. 4, instructed him to “put out into the deep and let down the nets for a
catch.” Peter was confused. He’s a professional fisherman. He knows from past
experience when to fish and when not to fish on the Sea of Galilee. And the daytime is
definitely NOT the time for fishing. In vs. 5, Peter says, “Master, we toiled all night
and took nothing! But at your word I will let down the nets.” It’s a fool’s errand but
Jesus did heal Peter’s his mother-in-law (Luke 3:38–39), so the least Peter can do is
humor Jesus and do what He says. Even at this point, we need to recognize that things
happen because of Jesus’ word. When He speaks, no matter how non-sensical is may
seem, wondrous things happen.
Peter let down the nets. Suddenly, they became incredibly heavy. They’re filled with
fish to such an extent they are starting to break (vs. 6). This is a catch of a lifetime.
Peter signaled to his partners to come quickly and help him lest he loose this great
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catch. The second boat arrives. The men worked feverishly to get the fish out of the
net into the boats. But the fish keep coming. According to vs. 7, both boats began to
sink because they were so full of fish caught in obedience to Christ’s Word even
though it was the wrong time of day and in the wrong part of the Sea of Galilee.
Peter had been working feverishly to bring in the fish. And suddenly, in a moment of
transcendent clarity, Peter realized that Jesus was no ordinary man. And this great
catch of fish was no ordinary stroke of good fortune. This is a divine encounter. God
is up close and personal, Jesus the incarnate Son of God. He’s in the boat looking at
Peter. In one sense, Peter’s trapped. He’s in a boat on the Sea of Galilee. You just
can’t walk or run away.
Peter was terrified. What started out as a dream-come-true catch of a lifetime has now
spiraled out of control. Peter’s afraid because he’s starting to get an idea of who Jesus
really is. He’s holy, righteous, and pure. He has power over demons and diseases–he’s
seen that already– but now, Peter witnesses Jesus’ power over creation itself. He
knows where the fish are, commands them to enter the net, and they obey. All these
things are telling Peter that Jesus is God.
And Peter definitely knows who he is. He’s a sinner, a man who breaks God’s
commandments and does things that are not pleasing to our Lord. In fear and shame,
Peter fell to Jesus knees and prayed, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord”
(vs. 8).
All of this divine power is scarring Peter witless. The powerful teachings, the
miracles, the healings, the great catch of fish bring no comfort to Peter. At first, this
might seem strange to us. We’d like to see some of God’s divine power every once in
a awhile. Peter’s reaction teaches us something about God and about us human
beings. God’s divine power always terrifies us, and I stress the word always.
Anytime the Bible tells us about someone coming into God’s presence or
experiencing God’s divine power up-close and personal, those same people are
terrified. Elijah wasn’t afraid when the Lord sent a mighty wind or an earthquake or a
fire. But when that great prophet heard a low whisper (I Kings. 19:12–13), he covered
his face for he knew the Lord was present. Other examples include Adam and Eve
after they ate the forbidden fruit, Moses on Mount Sinai, Samson’s parents, Mary the
mother of our Lord, Paul on the Damascus road, and others. Peter realized that he’s in
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God’s presence. He can’t hide or runaway, so he begs Jesus to leave. I’m a sinner. I’m
afraid. God get away from me lest I die!
Yes, you must know, and I suspect that you already do, that to come into God’s direct
presence creates fear, doubt, terror, and shame. That’s one thing our Gospel reading
teaches us. But there is something else it teaches us and it’s found in the words of our
Lord Jesus. He says, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men” (vs.
10). Peter was afraid of God’s presence and power. But Jesus speaks to Peter and
says, “Don’t be afraid. I have not come to condemn you. But to set you free from the
darkness of your sin and its misery.”
There are few things you need to notice about how Jesus’ deals with Peter. First of all,
Jesus doesn’t argue with Peter’s confession about being a sinner. There was no “Ah
Peter, you’re really being too hard on yourself. You’re a good guy.” No, Peter spoke
the truth. He was a truly sinful man, conceived and born in sin. A vessel worthy of
God’s wrath and judgment. But you should also notice that Jesus does not grant
Peter’s petition and leave. Nor does Jesus tell Peter that he’d better skedaddle. Jesus
did not and will not abandon Peter or you or any of His children in their sin. And we
must also notice that Jesus does not give Peter a few steps at self-renovation or selfimprovement. Thanks be to God, Jesus spoke a word of absolution, of calm, of grace.
“Don’t be afraid.” When Jesus speaks, things happen. Wondrous things like the
complete and total forgiveness of our sins. We know what stands behind those words.
The blood of Jesus that atones for them. And He triumphant victory over death and
the grave. This is the God who speaks forgiveness. He has the authority and power to
cast out fear and replace it with His love and peace.
We Christians face a frequent temptation to become fearful and think we can’t come
to church and expect to receive the good things of God; at least, not until we get
everything all straightened out. We sometimes act as if Jesus quit saying, “Don’t be
afraid,” as if our baptism stopped being true, as if the body and blood Jesus shed for
the forgiveness of their sins lost its effectiveness, as if the Lord’s Prayer which Jesus
Himself commanded us to pray would go unheard. But none of that’s true.
Thanks be to God Jesus doesn’t do what Peter says. Instead, our Lord speaks words of
grace, forgiveness, and peace. Don’t be afraid. His love and grace are greater,
infinitely greater than our sin, shame, and fear.
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But Jesus doesn’t stop there. He calls Peter to discipleship, and ultimately into the
apostolic office, out of pure grace. “From now on you will be catching men” was
Peter’s call to discipleship. We should not overlook the fact that Jesus isn’t ashamed
to call sinners to be His followers. It’s sinners who are afraid of God’s divine power
that Jesus wants to be with Him. If you take a quick look at those who follow Jesus in
the NT gospels you’ll find He attracts sinners of all sorts to Himself: ordinary people
like fishermen, social outcast like tax collectors, prostitutes, the demon possessed, the
infirm, the poor, political terrorists, soldiers, adulterers, betrayers, and so forth.
These are the kinds of people Jesus calls by grace into His one, holy Christian and
apostolic church. Sinners. Poor, miserable sinners. Sinners like you and me. And He
says to us all, “Do not be afraid.” To be a member of His Church is to receive in faith
His invitation to walk in His forgiveness, to be filled with His love and grace, to be
guided by His Holy Spirit in discipleship, to become a new person altogether, born
anew in righteousness, peace, and holiness.
Remember I said today’s gospel reading from Luke 5 teaches us 1) what kind of
people Jesus calls to be His disciples and 2) how they become His disciples. It’s
sinners that Jesus calls to discipleship, and only sinners. That’s the who. By grace
through forgiveness Jesus calls them to discipleship. That’s the how.
Peter, James, and John left everything and followed Jesus (vs. 11). I wish I could say
those men never faced another trial or any form of hardship. But they did. All of them
suffered for following Jesus. So did the people who believed their gospel preaching.
Peter wrote his first epistle to Christians suffering because they were Christians. His
word of encouragement was to remain faithful in the face of suffering. Peter must
have remembered the words Jesus spoke to him in the boat. He wrote to those
suffering Christians, “But even if you should suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will
be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled” (I Peter 3:14). Dear and beloved
saints of the Lord, you must always remember that the Lord Jesus speaks words of
truth and comfort to you and for you. Don’t be afraid, He says. You belong to Jesus.
His nail-scarred hands will not let you go especially in times of difficulty. Don’t be
afraid. He hears your prayers. You are His. And He is yours 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
Sixth Sunday after Trinity
July 11, 2021
Text: Matthew 5:17–26
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The context and the content of the 10 Commandments reveal a great deal about the
character and nature of the God we worship and adore. The context is described in
Exodus 20:1:
And God spoke all these words, saying, ‘I am the Lord your God, who brought
you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.’
God Himself saved His people from Egyptian slavery and bondage. Only after He
saved them did He give the 10 Commandments. After the plagues that devastated
Egypt’s power and pride, after the shedding of lamb’s blood and the eating of the
Passover Lamb, after the crossing of the Red Sea in which God defeated hardhearted
Pharoah and his mighty host, after feeding Israel with manna from heaven and
satisfying their thirst with water from a rock, and after He led Israel to Mount Sinai in
triumph. The 10 Commandments were given to Israel in the context of God’s mighty
works of triumph which He performed in fulfilment of His promises given to the
patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and now, in loving faithfulness to their
descendants. The 10 Commandments reveal God’s good and gracious will for His
people who are the apple of His eye, His chosen portion, His eternal inheritance.
I am spending some time on the context of when and where the 10 Commandments
were given in order to emphasize a most important point. God’s Law, as summarized
in the 10 Commandments, describes the life of the redeemed. The Commandments
aren’t the way of entrance into fellowship with God. Rather, they reflect the way of
life, thought, and emotions of those saved by God’s almighty power. God must do the
saving work first. The commandments are God’s good and gracious will for His
redeemed and beloved people whom He saves by His mighty power and grace.
The content of each of the specific commandments reveals much about our God, His
eternal will and purposes. The first three commandments, the First Table of the Law,
reveal that God desires to have a loving, on-going fellowship with His people as they
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continue to grow more deeply in the knowledge and experience of His name and His
Word. Commandments four through ten, the Second Table of the Law, reveal that
God desires that we have loving, on-going fellowship with our neighbors. Our
interactions with our fellow human beings are based upon the recognition of the
authorities God has placed over us as well as the inherent dignity and respect each
person requires for their life, property, and reputations.
The apostle John wrote in his first epistle that God is love (I John 4:8, 16). The
commandments help us understand better the nature of God’s love. It is based upon
respect for the other person, the sacrificial giving of oneself for the good of the
beloved, and the desire that their lives are filled with joy, peace, and happiness.
The context and the content of the 10 Commandments reveal God’s nature. He is the
God who saves and loves. For His steadfast love endures forever writes the psalmists
a multitude of times in many, many different psalms. The entire witness of Holy
Scripture is that God is love and calls us to love one another.
God’s mighty deeds of salvation recorded in the Old Testament are glorious and
continue to enrich our understanding of God’s love and power. But the greatest,
mightiest acts of salvation are revealed in the incarnation, life, death and resurrection
of Jesus. Everything in the Old Testament, the Law, the Prophets, the Psalms, the
various institutions of worship, all of it, point to Jesus. The 10 Commandments
describe the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Let us consider who the 10 Commandments describe. Who is the one who fears,
loves, and trusts in God above all things? Who never misuses God’s name, who loves
God’s Word as the greatest joy and treasure, who honors all authorities in heaven and
earth, who loves and protects His neighbors’ life, sexuality, marriage and family; who
guards and protects His neighbors’ property, reputation, speaking the truth in love in
every situation, and helps his neighbor remain faithful to his various callings and
obligations? The 10 commandments described the Lord Jesus Christ.
In today’s gospel text taken from the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord Jesus said, “Do
not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to
destroy them but to fulfill them” (vs. 17). The entire Old Testament points to Jesus.
He is its fulfillment, the final, ultimate context and content of the commandments. He
is God’s mightiest act of salvation. He is the incarnation of the God who is love.
God’s Law reveals His eternal will. And it describes the person and work of Jesus.
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God’s will for us is to participate in His life and love and to live in His blessings with
our fellow human beings.
But God’s Law also reveals how far we have fallen short of God’s glory. The Lord
Jesus Himself used the Law in the Sermon on the Mount to expose the depths of
human corruption. Vs. 20, “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of
the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” The scribes
and Pharisees were the most scrupulous keepers of the Law. We know from the
Biblical gospels that they fasted regularly, memorized Scripture, gave tithes on
everything including their garden herbs, and lived outwardly moral lives. But we also
know it was only external. Inside, they were filled with malice, pride, greed, and
every form of sin and unbelief. The Lord Jesus Himself described them as blind
guides, white-washed tombs, and children of hell (Matt. 23:15).
The scribes and Pharisees had reduced God’s good and holy Law to mere external
behavior. God’s Law was meant to guide and direct our entire life, every thought,
word, deed, and intention. Jesus teaches this in vs. 21–22. The 5th Commandment
says, “You shall not murder.” This commandment obviously forbids murder, the
unlawful taking of human life. The scribes and Pharisees taught that as long as you
didn’t actually murder someone, you were keeping the 5th Commandment. But Jesus
teaches that the commandment also speaks to the heart. Unjust anger against another
person is equivalent to murder in God’s sight. Secret malice stored in one’s heart
against another person is a violation of the commandment even when no physical
harms has been done.
What the scribes and Pharisees failed to understand about the Commandments was
they require love for God and love for one another. God’s will for all of us is love. For
He is love. And Jesus is the incarnation of perfect, divine love. We are Christians,
people who have been cleansed from sin by the precious blood of Jesus. Having been
so loved by God, we seek to love one another. If there is some form of disagreement
between believers, as they inevitably arise from time to time, we seek to resolve the
dispute. Through mutual forgiveness and grace, we seek reconciliation. The Lord
Jesus teaches in vs. 23–24, “So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there
remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before
the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your
gift.” The fulfillment of God’s law is love. We seek to be reconciled with anyone who
has something against us, but we especially seek reconciliation with our fellow
Christians because of love.
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Matthew 5:21–24 that informs the Church’s teaching on being a peace with one
another before receiving Holy Communion. If we know that we have hurt our fellow
brother or sister with our words and deeds, then we ought to seek reconciliation
through repentance and forgiveness. And if that reconciliation hasn’t happened, then it
is right to refrain from Holy Communion until reconciliation is achieved. This is the
general teaching. The application of this doctrine to specific situations requires
humility and prudence; your pastor is here to provide guidance and council in such
situations. But remember God’s will is the peace and freedom that comes from love
which forgives, protects, and cherishes.
In and of ourselves, we will never keep the 10 Commandments perfectly. All of us
have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory. We need a righteousness that must come
from outside of ourselves in order to enter the kingdom of heaven. We absolutely
need Jesus. His righteousness. His love. His forgiveness. He is our only hope of
knowing and receiving perfect love. Jesus is the fulfilment of the Law in thought,
word, action, and intention. Through His perfect life and by His redeeming death and
glorious resurrection, we believers are redeemed from the Law’s condemnation. All
that Jesus did in fulfilling the Law He gives to us graciously and freely. We receive it
by faith alone as His gift of love.
We Christians do not set aside God’s Law. God forbid. We seek to live according to it
all the more earnestly because of Jesus; He is the Law’s fulfillment. God’s love is
most clearly and beautifully revealed in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. All that
He did and does is because He loves us. We love Him and one another in return
because He first loved us.
The life described in the 10 Commandments is the life of Jesus. And now by faith in
Him, that life of love describes us. You are the beloved of the Lord Jesus. Live in His
joy and in His love …
 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: Genesis 2:7–17; Mark 8:1–9
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

God made Adam from the dust of the earth and breathed into him the breath of life;
his body and soul were perfect in harmonious union. The Scriptures teach that man
was created in God’s image, which was reflected in and through the union of man’s
physical and spiritual natures. The Garden of Eden was created by God for the
purpose of sustaining man. It was a place of abundance. Every tree was good for food
and pleasant for sight. No thorns or thistles. No curse. The food from these trees and
the fruit of the tree of life were God’s gifts to sustain and enrich man. Lest we get the
wrong idea that humanity was created for indulgence and idleness, you know, laying
in hammocks under shade trees eating grapes all day, we should notice God’s
command that Adam work and keep the Garden (Gen. 2:15). God created man for
meaningful work from the very beginning. As the image-bearer of God Himself,
Adam served the creation in love through work and tender care. From the beginning,
man was created for love, love for God and love the rest of creation.
But questions have been raised through the centuries as to why God planted the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil in the Garden of Eden when its fruit was forbidden.
Genesis 2:17, “… but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat,
for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” Why such a devasting
consequence for what appears to be, from our limited human perspective, a relatively
minor transgression? Various answers to these questions have been proposed and
debated. But the Bible does not give us insight into God’s secret will regarding His
plans and purposes with Adam, Eve, and those two trees in the Garden of Eden. We
must remain content with God’s revealed word. “You may eat from the fruit of all the
trees of the Garden, including the tree of life. But you may not, on the pain of death,
eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”
We also know, without any doubt, what happened regarding the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil. The devil tempted and deceived Eve. She ate and then gave to her
husband who was not deceived (II Tim. 2:14) but simply listened to the voice of his
wife and obeyed her rather than God. It all came down to desiring food that God had
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forbidden. By so doing, they asserted their own will over God’s will. They defined
“the good” in opposition to God’s Word; they sought “the truth” through means other
than strict obedience to the word of the Lord; they believed something more
“beautiful” was possible for them if they formed a world after their own desires rather
than God’s.
That’s the big lie: human flourishing can be better achieved on our own terms in our
own way. God’s will and ways are not the means of achieving our full potential.
Rather, God is a restriction and impediment. The devil countered God’s promise of
full life lived in love and harmony with a lie promising god-like status. You shall not
die knowing good and evil, so went the devil’s deception, for you shall be like god.
The tragic irony in all this is that man was already created in God’s image; he bore the
likeness of God in him from the moment of his creation. Adam and Eve already knew
what was good and what was evil. The truth is that disobedience to God’s Word is the
evil that kills. Faith and trust in God and His Word resulting in obedience to God’s
will and purposes are the good, the true, the beautiful.
Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden fruit. And we know the results. We’re living in
those results. All creation groans under the weight of humanity’s sin. We too seek the
redemption that awaits us who have hope and trust in God’s promise of redemption
through His beloved Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. We live in faith, hope, and love. But
there is still the afflictions of sin and the corruptions of this world. All Christians,
from Adam and Eve until the last saints of the last days, groan inwardly as we await
for our adoption as sons culminating in the redemption of our bodies unto everlasting
life (Rom. 8:18–25). The truth is that life is found only in God’s Word. It was true in
the Garden of Eden. It remains true today, and into eternity.
The presence of the two trees in Garden of Eden teaches us the most important truth,
the foundational truth. In, with, and under God’s Word there is true, abundant life.
Outside of God’s Word, there is only misery and death. Both trees had God’s Word
attached to them. The tree of life possessed God’s Word of permission and promise.
“You may eat freely of all the trees” but especially of the tree of life, located in the
heart of the Garden. The tree of the knowledge of God and evil also had God’s Word
attached to it. “You shall not eat (of it), for in the day that you eat of it you shall
surely die.” Both trees had God’s Word attached to them. The kinds of trees they
were, or the nature of their fruit is immaterial. What is of extreme importance is
knowing God’s Word, believing it, and living according to it. No matter how strange
it may seem to us.
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Christians throughout the centuries have long pondered and imagine what life must
have been like in the Garden. Work that isn’t burdened with sweat and frustration.
Man living in perfect harmony with creation. Food provided freely from the trees of
the Garden that perfectly sustained life and happiness. It was paradise.
But even there in the Garden, living by God’s Word was the primary thing. It was
more important and provided more joy than living from the abundance of the
Garden’s produce. Through God’s Word, Adam and Eve understood who they were.
Who God was. Their relationship to each other as husband and wife; they knew their
rightful place as lords over creation; and they had the joying of being beloved children
of God the Father almighty. All these great and glorious things came from life in,
with, and under God’s Word. Paradise was defined, not by the produce of the Garden,
not by the harmony between man and creation, but by God’s Word.
The Lord Jesus teaches the same foundational truth in today’s text from Mark 8. He
taught God’s Word for three days to the crowd of 4,000 people. On the third day,
Jesus commanded His disciples to arrange the crowd so that they could be fed
miraculously with bread and fish. They needed physical food to fill their stomachs.
This is most certainly true. But they had a greater need, the most important need. To
hear God’s Word preached to them and for them.
Dear saints of God, make God’s Word your primary concern. The priority in ordering
your days. And having done that, be assured that God will also provide you with all
that you need to support your earthly life. In Matthew 6:33, the Lord Jesus beautifully
summarized how we should think about the things of God and of this world. “Seek
first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things will be added unto
you.” Our chief concern is God’s Word. And through the promise and power of His
Word, He will also provide all that you need for life in this world.
The Bible doesn’t tell us why Jesus taught for three days before feeding the crowd of
4,000. But the evangelist Mark highlights Jesus’ love and compassion for them. Thus,
we must make a very simple conclusion. Jesus knew they needed three days of
teaching. They had been starved of God’s Word. And He, the faithful shepherd, would
provide for all their needs beginning with the most urgent. Only when their hunger
and thirst for the good news of God’s kingdom was sufficiently satisfied did He fill
their stomachs with bread and fish. And vs. 8 reveals that this real need was
abundantly met. And when it was all over and the crowd had been dismissed, they had
seven baskets full of leftovers. There more at the end then there was at the beginning.

4

Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things will be
added unto you.
Your life in God’s spiritual kingdom as well as your physical life in this world are
defined by God’s Word. You live in, with, and under God’s Word. The justification
you have through faith in Christ. The hope of the resurrection unto eternal life. The
love you have for God and for one another. Every meal you eat. Your families, jobs,
health, clothing. All of it finds meaning in, with, and under God’s Word.
There is no greater gift you can give to your friends and loved ones than God’s Word.
Each of us have our vocations and callings that we must fulfill. Farmers must sow and
reap. Teachers must instruct. Construction workers must build. Doctors and nurses
must heal. Parents must nurture and train their children. All these are divinely
appointed vocations of love. But they must also be nourished by God’s Word.
Otherwise, we fall prey to the devil’s lie: your life is your own and you can be your
own god, your own source of goodness, truth, and beauty.
But the truth is that true human flourishing can only be found and experienced in and
through God’s Word, especially the holy and precious gospel of the redemption we
have in Christ Jesus. Through Him, the image of God so marred and broken because
of sin is restored. A greater perfection than the paradise of Eden is now ours. For
Jesus, the very Son of God, is our rest, our hope, our joy, and our confidence. His
Word of grace defines who we are, what we do, and the hope we have for life now
and forever.
 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
July 25, 2021
Text: Matthew 7:15–23
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Today’s gospel text is from the conclusion to Lord’s Sermon on the Mount. And a
weighty conclusion it is. To understand better its depth, I want to read the two verses
just before the gospel reading you have in your bulletins. Matthew 7:13–14:
“Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. 14For the gate is narrow and the
way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few.
13

Those are indeed sobering words. The narrow gate refers to entrance into God’s
kingdom, the kingdom which, according to Matthew 6:33, we are to seek first, above
all things. The wide gate refers to entrance into God’s eternal judgment against the
devil and his evil angels. Entrance into God’s eternal kingdom is through a hard,
narrow gate while entrance into the judgment of hell is both wide and easy. Few are
the ones who find eternal life. I trust you can see the gravity of what Jesus teaches
concerning the hard realities resulting from man’s rebellion and sin.
Do those words of Jesus make us stop and ponder? Being a Christian is difficult.
Being an unbeliever is easy. Few find the way of eternal life. Many easily travel the
road of destruction. These are most alarming words. They are a call for deep selfevaluation leading to humble repentance and unswerving faith in the salvation
promised in and through the death and resurrection of the Jesus.
We need to consider why the path to eternal life is so narrow and difficult. In the
appointed reading from Matthew 7:15–23, the Lord Jesus gives us further teaching
about why entrance into God’s so difficult and so easy into eternal judgment. The first
section deals with false teachers (vs. 15–20). The second section deals with the
problem of self-deception (vs. 21–23).
We begin with the first section, vs. 15–20. According to these verses, false teachers
infiltrating the Church make it hard to enter God’s kingdom. There are two things that
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we must note here. First, false teachers will be a perennial problem in the Church until
the end of time. Second, we will know them by their fruits. Both points cannot be
forgotten lest we endanger our immortal souls.
First, listen to vs. 15 again, “Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s
clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves.” The Lord Jesus warns us, His people
walking on the hard, narrow path leading to eternal life, that false teachers will come
into the church looking every bit like genuine Christian teachers. They talk a lot about
Jesus. His name may be on their lips with great frequency and fervency. But inwardly,
they are wolves greedily seeking to devour the Lord’s flock.
The New Testament describes various false teachers and their corrupted teachings in
the early Christian Church. Jude wrote (vs. 4), “For certain people have crept in
unnoticed who long ago were designated for this condemnation, ungodly people, who
pervert the grace of our God into sensuality and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus
Christ.” Jude goes on to compare these people to Sodom and Gomorrah, to the
murderous Cain, to the rebellious Korah, and to the greedy Balaam. These false
teachers of the New Testament were compared to the worst of the worst from the Old
Testament. But Jude would not leave the early Christians without hope and courage.
He wrote:
20

But you, beloved, building yourselves up in your most holy faith and praying
in the Holy Spirit, 21keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting for the mercy
of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life…24Now to him who is able to
keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before the presence of
his glory with great joy, 25to 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. 20–21, 24–25).
More examples can be given. The apostle Paul had to contend with false teachers in
the churches of Galatia who denied that salvation was received by grace alone through
faith alone in Jesus Christ. Or in Corinth, there were those who denied the bodily
resurrection. The apostle John fought against teachers who denied the incarnation of
God’s Son in the person of Jesus. In the book of Revelation, two of the seven
churches of Asia Minor held and believed the false doctrine of the Nicolaitans, which
the Bible records Jesus as saying these were works and teachings which He Himself
hated (Rev. 2:6, 15).
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Dear saints, the Lord Jesus warned us about false teachers. He command us to beware
of them! Not tolerate them, or give them a place in the Church. These false teachers
are part of the reason why entrance into God’s kingdom is through a hard, narrow
gate. Beware of them.
In the vs. 16–20, Jesus teaches us that we will recognize the false teachers (vs. 16) by
their fruits. The fruits here refer to their doctrine and their life. Some of the examples I
listed above were teachers who denied that Jesus was truly God. Others denied that
Jesus was fully man. Some taught that people were saved by a combination of Christ’s
work and man’s work resulting in severe forms of ascetism and bodily punishment
(circumcision in adults, rigorous fasting, strict diets, etc.). Others denied the bodily
resurrection on the Last Day resulting in a hyper-spiritualized faith that allowed for
Christians visiting prostitutes, getting drunk in church, Christians taking one another
to court, confusion in the martial relationship between husbands and wives, and even
one case of gross incest!
False doctrine always leads to ungodly living. You will know the false teachers by the
fruits of their teaching and their lives. According to Jesus, a healthy tree bears good
fruit. And a diseased tree bears bad fruit. Vs. 19–20, “Every tree that does not bear
good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus you will recognize them by their
fruits.” Don’t buy their books or listen to their programs. They make entrance into
God’s kingdom difficult. For they appeal to our sinful nature. With soothing words
and appeals to the passions of pride, lust, self-esteem, greed, and worldly pleasures,
they seek to devour us upon their own carnal craving. Stand firm dear saints of God in
the purity of Christ’s gospel revealed in Holy Scripture and proclaimed by men who
love the truth without regard for worldly praise and advancement.
As startling as the first section (vs. 15–20) is about false teachers, I think this next
section is even more. It’s one thing to be on guard against false teachers. It’s quite
another to be on guard against oneself. Self-deception makes entrance into God’s
kingdom difficult.
The Lord Jesus describes people who say they are Christians but don’t do His will.
Vs. 21, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of
heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.” The will of
God the Father almighty is to believe in the one He sent to be the Savior of the world,
the Lord Jesus Christ (John 6:29). But it also includes following Jesus. Luke 9:23–24
records these words of Jesus about being a Christian disciple:
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… “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his
cross daily and follow me. 24For whoever would save his life will lose it, but
whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.
23

The self-deception comes in various forms of saying, “Yes, I believe in Jesus. But I
get to choose how I live my life, not Jesus, not His Word especially when it proves
difficult.” The result is that sin is not resisted and fought but excused or even
celebrated. Remember all those examples I listed earlier? Drunkenness, lust, pride,
hatred, greed, and all sorts of evils were celebrated. They claimed to be Christian but
lived lives contrary to God’s Word.
The NT writer, James, also warned the early Christians of his day about selfdeception. Listen to this excerpt from James 1: without being a doer of Christ’s word
(James 1:19–27):
19

Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to
speak, slow to anger … 21Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant
wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to
save your souls. 22But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving
yourselves…. 25But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty,
and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be
blessed in his doing. 26If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his
tongue but deceives his heart, this person’s religion is worthless. 27Religion that
is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and
widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.
Some who say “Lord, Lord” but refuse to do His word will hear this terrifying
judgment from Jesus on the Last Day, “I never knew you; depart form me, you
workers of lawlessness” (vs. 23).
What are we to do in light of our Lord’s strong teaching? Flee to Jesus who followed
the narrow path of Calvary’s cross for your salvation. He is the one who bore your
sins and the sins of the whole world. Listen to Jesus. He alone won for us forgiveness,
life, and salvation. Give no heed to anyone or anything that takes your eyes from Him
and His will for your life. The gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to eternal
life. But the joy and confidence we have is that Jesus Himself is the gate and the way.
He is our Good Shepherd, leading and guiding us by His Word and Spirit, to the green
pastures of eternal life.
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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.

1

Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Ninth Sunday after Trinity
August 1, 2021
Text: Luke 16:1–13
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The gospel text for today from Luke 16 is a particularly challenging portion of
Scripture. Before we look at this parable in particular, I want to set the context so that
we might better understand what Jesus is teaching us. According to Luke 14:25, Jesus
paused His journey to Jerusalem to teach the large crowds following Him. The people
making up these crowds would include His close disciples, the 12 apostles, probably
the 72 men He sent out to preach (Luke 10), and devout women such as Mary
Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna, who provided for Jesus and His disciples from their
own financial resources (Luke 8). The crowd would also include the curious. Jesus’
reputation as a miracle-worker and powerful teacher was widely known across Israel.
The crowd would probably include some of those healed by Jesus on previous
occasions, as well as those who witnessed His miracles, particularly the feeding of the
5,000 and the 4,000. The crowd certainly would have included Jesus’ enemies, the
scribes and Pharisees, with whom He has had several intense debates and encounters
(Lk. 7; 15:2).
Jesus continued teaching this large, mixed crowd mentioned in Luke 14:25 through all
of Luke 15–16. Our Lord doesn’t speak to His close disciples exclusively until Luke
17:1. So we are in the midst of teaching that was meant to heard by any and everyone,
the curious, the sincere, the doubting, and those who considered Jesus an enemy.
Listen to the very first thing Jesus says to this mixed crowd, beginning at Luke 14:26–
27:
“If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife
and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my
disciple. 27Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot be my
disciple.
26

The requirement for being a follower of Jesus is absolute devotion. There are no
exceptions. It applies to everyone who could be called a Christian. Love and
commitment to Jesus must be greater than love for father, mother, wife, children,
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brothers, sisters, and even one’s very life. Anyone who isn’t willing to live, suffer,
and die for Jesus – bearing a cross in Jesus’ day referred to a sentence of death, of
execution by crucifixion, could not be His disciples. Such is the uncompromising
nature of being a Christian, a follower of Jesus. But then again, think about the
uncompromising nature of Jesus being the Savior of the world! He bore the cross of
Good Friday’s cross whereby He took away the sins of the world. He loved His
heavenly Father and every man, woman, and child who would ever live, to such an
extent that He willingly gave Himself up unto suffering, death, and resurrection so
that sinful man and God might be reconciled for all eternity. He took up His cross and
followed His Father’s will in love for His Father and for us that we might be
redeemed from a horrific eternity of judgment and torment. The disciples is not above
His master, Jesus taught in Luke 6:40. All Christians must follow Jesus in a similar
manner. It’s a non-negotiable.
But Jesus continues teaching what this uncompromising discipleship looks like in the
remaining chapters. He used parables primarily, sprinkled with shorter statements of
wisdom and truth. Luke 15 contains the very famous parables of the lost sheep, the
lost coin, and the prodigal son. Through these parables we learn that Christian
discipleship isn’t really something we choose. Christ Jesus is the one who seeks and
saves the lost so that they can follow Him. The angels in heaven rejoice when Jesus
finds lost sinners and they repent, believe the gospel, and follow Jesus in faith and
life.
It’s this background of an uncompromising standard of discipleship marked by loving
and trusting in Jesus above all persons and things coupled with the truth that such a
discipleship must begin, continue, and end with the grace and mercy of Jesus that
informs the parable of the dishonest manager in Luke 16, today’s reading. This is a
parable that causes us to evaluate our Christian discipleship. Have we been faithful in
taking up our cross and following Jesus? Or to use vs. 2, does the “the account of
(our) management” prove us faithful? Or have we, vs. 1, “wasted his (i.e., Jesus’)
possessions”?
The first thing we must note is that all of us will give an account to God for the life we
have lived. The Bible consistently teaches that there will be a reckoning on the Last
Day. Every thought, word, and deed will be judged. Remember the standard of
discipleship: absolute, total devotion to Jesus above all things and persons. We are
called by God to be faithful in how we use our bodies, our time, our resources, how
we love and treat our family, friends, and neighbors, and so forth. And we are called
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to be faithful in God’s spiritual things, church, prayer, the gospel, worship in public
and private, witnessing to family, friends, and neighbors. In all these things, we will
give an “account of (our) management.”
We should see ourselves as the manager in the parable. And what is the verdict of our
management? We have wasted God’s possessions, that is, we have not been faithful in
the gifts God has given to us. We are poor, miserable sinners who have sinned against
God in thought, word, and deed. We have not loved God with our whole hearts, nor
have we loved our neighbors as ourselves. We justly deserve God’s temporal and
eternal judgment. Our management of God’s earthly and spiritual gifts, according to
God’s strict judgment, is unfaithful.
So what are we to do? Again, we go back to the parable. What did the manager do?
This is where things in the parable become really interesting and quite challenging.
The manager went to his master’s debtors and illegitimately reduced their debts. One
person owed 100 measures of oil. The manager reduced it to 50. Another owed the
master 100 measures of wheat. The manager reduced it to 80. The manager took these
actions with the purpose of securing his future. Vs. 4, “I have decided what to do, so
that when I am removed from management, people may receive me into their houses.”
Our first reaction is this guy is a cheat! Are we Christians supposed to act like that?
The answer is no. Jesus is not advocating dishonesty. It was the manager’s lack of
honest, faithful management that got him into trouble in the first place.
What the manager did, which is what we are to copy and emulate, is he trusted in the
master’s mercy and integrity. The manager reduced those debts in his name. The
debtors accepted the offers given to them in good faith. The master will not go back
on anything conducted in his name even though it results in his loss. The manager
staked his entire future on the master’s character of mercy and integrity. We know this
is the point of the parable for vs. 8–9:
The master commended the dishonest manager for his shrewdness. For the sons of
this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the sons of
light. And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous wealth,
so that when it fails they may receive you in the eternal dwellings.
What is commended in the parable is the manager’s ability to secure his future by
using all means available to him, especially the master’s goodness, integrity, and
mercy. I want to make this application as clear and pointed as I possibly can. Our
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future, both for life in this world and our eternal future in the life to come, is secure
only in the goodness, integrity, and mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus is our
treasure, our hope, and our security. Everything depends on Him. We can’t trust in the
quality of our management of our life. It’s tainted by sins and failures left and right.
So what we must stake heart and soul upon is that in spite of our sins and failures in
how we use God’s gifts, Jesus will remain faithful and true to us even though it cost
Him dearly. And it did cost Him dearly. Remember, He has already walked down the
road of the cross. He paid the price for our mismanagement. So everything depends on
Jesus. He is our wealth, our hope, our joy, our greatest love. We love Him above
father, mother, wife, children, brothers, sisters, and even one’s very life because He
has already given Himself totally and completely for us. We love Him with such
devotion because He first loved us.
We sang about this commitment in the fourth stanza of today’s sermon hymn, “What
Is the World to Me.” Hear again. And rejoice in it:
What is the world to me!
My Jesus is my treasure,
My life, my health, my wealth,
My friend, my love, my pleasure,
My joy, my crown, my all,
My bliss eternally.
Once more, then, I declare:
What is the world to me!
Today’s gospel text is a call to repentance and a powerful reminder of our joy and
strength. It is good, right, and salutary that we evaluate our lives. Are we being
faithful? Where there is mismanagement (i.e., sin), repent. Turn away from it. Fix
what is wrong. Renew commitments to faithfulness in all areas of life. Find joy and
strength in the good life that God seeks to give you. Don’t be deceived by the allures
and deceptions of this world, its pride, its trust in earthly wealth and power. Jesus
warns us that we “cannot serve God and money” (vs. 13). Remember the standard
Jesus gave us back in Luke 14. Love and trust in Him above all things and taking up
our cross and following Him.
Above all else, seek and receive Christ’s love and forgiveness. 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
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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. And according to Christ’s mercy, integrity,
and love, we will hear these joyous words on the judgment of the Last Day:
Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a little; I will set
you over much. Enter into the joy of your master (Matt. 25:23; c.p. Lk. 19:17).
 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 8, 2021
Text: Luke 19:41–48
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The summer vacation days are quickly coming to an end. It has been well noted and
discussed by many observers how different this summer has been compared to last
summer. People are traveling this year to see family and friends. The national parks
are jammed packed. Festivals and camps are back in full swing, at least, for the most
part. People are visiting one another again. And this is all to the good. There’s nothing
quite like have cherished friends and family stopping by for a visit. The sermon for
today will consider that most basic human experience: visitation. A visitation is
simply a time of seeing one another.
Jesus mentions a divine visitation in today’s gospel text, Luke 19:44. We’ll consider
that situation in more detail later. The idea of God visiting His people is quite
common in the Old Testament. Genesis 21:1 records that God visited Sarah in her old
age. Even though she was well-past the time of bearing children, Sarah conceived and
bore a son for Abraham because of God’s visitation. She gave birth to Isaac even
through both Abraham and Sarah were well into their nineties; the Bible bluntly says
that Sarah was barren, unable to bear children. But God promised that Abraham and
Sarah would have a son even in their old age. Isaac was the son of promise. The
messianic line would be traced through him. The Lord Jesus Christ was born more
than 2,000 years later as a descendant of Isaac; the Lord Jesus is THE Son of promise,
the Savior of the world. Through faith and baptism into Christ, all believers are
children of promise as St. Paul writes in Galatians 4:28, “Now you, brothers, like
Isaac, are children of promise.” In other words, we are Christian believers and heirs of
God’s eternal kingdom because God visited us with His grace and love like He visited
Sarah those many, many years ago. We are children of a divine, miraculous visitation.
The OT book of Ruth describes another divine visitation. You may recall that
Elimelech and Naomi took their two sons and moved from Bethlehem to the country
of Moab because there was a famine in Israel. It was a bitter time. Elimelech died
along with both their sons, Mahlon and Chilion. Naomi became a widow and childless
during her sojourn in Moab. Her only comfort was her widowed daughter-in-law,
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Ruth. She stayed with her mother-in-law even during their affliction. But Naomi was
a changed woman. Upon her return to Bethlehem, she publicly changed her name
from Naomi, which means pleasant, to Marah, which means bitter. Her reason for
such a dramatic change? “… the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I went
away full, and the LORD has brought me back empty” (Ruth 1:20–21).
In the midst of all this loss and bitterness, the Bible records these words of hope
piercing the darkness, “(Naomi) had heard in the fields of Moab that the LORD had
visited his people and given them food. So she (and eventually Ruth) … went on the
way to return to the land of Judah” (Ruth 1:6–7). The Lord’s visitation came in the
form of rain and good weather so that crops could be grown thus bring good harvests
back to Israel. The Lord visited His people and the famine came to an end.
But the Lord was doing another marvelous work in this visitation. Ruth would
eventually meet Boaz. They would marry. Ruth conceived and bore a son for Boaz
named Obed, who fathered Jesse, who fathered David, Israel’s greatest king (Ruth
4:21–22). The Messianic line that began with Abraham and Sarah and their son of
promise, Isaac, now ran through their descendants, Boaz and Ruth, and their great
grandson, David.
The Bible calls David, a man after God’s own heart (I Sam. 13:14; Acts 13:22). He
received God’s promise that one of his sons would sit upon Israel’s throne forever.
That promise was fulfilled in the Lord Jesus Christ, a Son of David, according to his
earthly lineage. Naomi eventually gave up her bitter name, Marah, because the Lord
visited His people with good weather and food. She received new hope and a renewed
family, Boaz and Ruth, and their children. And through that visitation, in the fullness
of time, the Lord Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary.
The coming of the Lord Jesus Christ has been the point in both of the Old Testament
histories I have chosen to summarize. God’s visitations of old directly led to the
conception, birth, life, death, and resurrection of the Jesus. Salvation and redemption
came to the world because God chose, out of His own great love and mercy, to visit
His people in the person of Jesus. Jesus is God’s visitation. He stopped in to see us, as
it were. His visitation turns barrenness and bitterness into fruitfulness and joy.
We would do well to ask ourselves if the coming of Jesus is God’s climatic visitation
of grace and mercy. That’s been the claim I have been making using the OT. In Luke
1:78–79, Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, sang about the Savior, “Through
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the tender mercy of our God; whereby the dayspring from on high hath visited us, To
give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet
into the way of peace.” The Lord Jesus Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit and
born of the Virgin Mary for the purpose of delivering this fallen world from the
darkness and shadow of death. Jesus is God with us, that is, God visiting us for our
good. He came to bear our sins, our guilt and judgment. Jesus is God’s visitation of
grace and mercy unto eternal life.
As Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, He wept (vs. 41). Everyone else is
rejoicing and waving palm branches while shouting, “Hosanna, blessed is He who
comes in the name of the Lord. Peace in heaven and glory in the highest” (Luke
19:38). Jesus wept because He, the Savior of the world, came unto His own people
and they received Him not. “Would that you, even you, had known on this day the
things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes” (vs. 42).
Almighty God was hiding Himself in the person of Jesus in order to reveal His mercy
and love. Jesus came in the likeness of sinful man to redeem the world. Many
recognized Him. The blind beggar on the side of the road knew who Jesus was and
called out to Him, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me” (Lk. 18:38). But
Jerusalem, her priests and scribes and all her learned leaders were blinded to the truth
and remained in the darkness of unbelief.
The result of their hardness of heart was they missed the things that made for their
peace revealed in Jesus. The heard Jesus preaching and teaching. But they scoffed and
grew angry at Jesus with murderous intent. They knew about His miracles, especially
the miracle of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead just a few days before Jesus
entered Jerusalem. These were the things that pointed to His Passion and death
through which peace would come to the world.
But no. Jerusalem was blinded. They missed the day of visitation. And the result
would be catastrophic. In vs. 43–44, Jesus predicted the destruction of Jerusalem that
did take place in 70 A.D. Those were days of horrific suffering and death for
Jerusalem’s men, women, and children; famine, disease, slaughter in battle, etc. The
cause of their agony? Vs. 44b, “…because you did not know the time of your
visitation.” By rejecting God’s mercy and grace revealed in Jesus, they willingly
chose sin and God’s wrath and judgment against their sin.
Mark this well, saints of God. Today’s gospel reading is a call to hear God’s Word in
repentance and faith. For the divine visitation that began with Jesus continues. The
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crucified and resurrected Lord of glory continues to visit His people to this very day
through the preaching of His Word and the administration of His Sacraments; they are
the things that make for your peace. For Christ Himself has promised that wherever
His Word is preached and people are baptized in His name He Himself will be among
them. My body and blood given and shed on Calvary’s cross, says Jesus, are
continually offered under the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper for the forgiveness
of your sins. This divine service is the place of visitation. This is the day of grace. Let
us rejoice in it dear saints of God lest a dreadful judgment come upon us.
The Lord God of heaven and earth has served the Christian Church a severe warning
this past year. Churches, pastors, and congregational members too easily gave up the
things that made for our eternal peace when we shut down our divine worship
services. Can we not see now that we were saying no to the days of divine visitation?
When people needed to hear and see that disease and death were defeated through the
death and resurrection of Jesus and that peace and joy which transcends the afflictions
of this world could be freely received by all, the Church said stay home. It is true that
St. John’s and Immanuel never canceled her services because of the Covid-19 crisis.
And we give hearty thanks to God for His mercy. But that is no cause for boasting.
It’s a call to repentance and renewed commitment to the things that make for our
peace; all of us too easily neglect God’s Word. Covid cases are on the rise. In some
places, restrictions of various kinds are starting to be reinstated. I do not know what
the rest of the year will bring. But what I do know for certain is that God visits us with
His grace, forgiveness, and love in the public gathering of His people around His
Word and His Sacraments. Under God’s grace, let us not despise His visitation
corporately as a congregation nor individually as members of the body of Christ.
Brothers and sisters, here are the things that make for your peace. Christ’s Word. His
body and blood. Baptism into His death and resurrection. The full and complete
forgiveness of your sins pronounced in Christ’s name. The Lord’s Prayer and the
prayers of His people. The psalms and hymns of praise. Remember the visitations of
Sarah and Naomi. Barrenness turned into fruitful joy. Bitterness transformed into
pleasant fulfillment. God the Father grant us all the peace and joy that turns conquers
death and hell through the visitation of His beloved Son, 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
Eleventh Sunday after Trinity
August 15, 2021
Text: Luke 18:9–14
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Two men went into the Temple to pray. Isn’t that a good thing? Praying. Well yes.
Praying is good. So is fasting, and going to public worship services, and giving
offerings, and listening to sermons, and … You get the point. These are all good
things commanded by God. We don’t have a choice whether or not we do them, that
is, not if we want to be Christians in truth. But one man’s prayers were rejected by
God. God accepted the other man’s prayer. The reason why one was accepted and the
other rejected might surprise us. It had nothing to do with the words spoken, or the
physical posture, or even the external behavior of the men. The difference was one
had faith and trust in God. His prayer was heard and accepted. The other trusted in
himself. God rejected his prayer because of his self-righteousness.
The same distinction – faith vs. unbelief – must also be used when considering the
tragedy between Cain and Abel, today’s OT reading. Both offered sacrifices to God.
That’s a good thing to do. Sacrifices were offered to God throughout the early
chapters of Genesis. Later, under the Mosaic Law, God instituted various sacrifices
with very explicit instructions. Who could offer them, when, where, how, and for
what purposes. These are recorded in the later chapters of Exodus and the entire book
of Leviticus. Offering sacrifices was a good thing. Cain brought an offering from the
fruit of the ground. Abel brought an animal offering from the firstborn of his flock.
Both kinds of offerings were prescribed under the Mosaic Law with a predominance
of animal sacrifices. But both kinds are commanded. Why did God accept Abel’s
animal sacrifice and reject Cain’s sacrifice of produce? Genesis 4 gives no indication
that the type of sacrifice was an issue. The NT author of Hebrews tells us why Abel’s
sacrifice was accepted. 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, he still speaks.”
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Abel had faith in God. Cain did not. The difference is as simple and profound as that:
faith. In the parable from Luke 18, Abel is represented by the tax collected whose
prayer was accepted by God. Cain is represented by the Pharisee whose prayer was
rejected by God. The question we must wrestle with this morning is which set of men
represents us. Do I fit in the line with Cain and the Pharisee or with Abel and the tax
collector? The “right” answer is obvious. We are supposed to be identify with Abel
and the tax collector. While this is the obvious answer, rejecting the path of selfrighteousness and unbelief is more difficult than we might think.
We sinners are very good at self-justification. That is, we interpret and explain our
actions, intentions, and thoughts in such a way that they appear to be righteous. Not
only in our own eyes but the eyes of others. When asked about his slain brother, Cain
responded to the Lord God of heaven and earth with “…am I my brother’s keeper?”
Abel isn’t my responsibility. Go find him yourself. The Pharisee in the parable
described his own life as infinitely superior than that of the lowly, despised tax
collector. I fast. I give offerings. I live a morally superior life. Thank God I am not
like tax collectors and other sinners.
Self-justification is the other side of the coin of self-deception. It grows from our
sinful nature, which was corrupted from the moment of conception with original sin.
The deeper problem we all face is not the bad fruits of immorality in thought, word,
and deed. It’s the corruption of our heart, soul, and mind. Summarizing the Biblical
witness on man’s sinful nature, our Lutheran Confessions state that all mankind is
conceived and born “without the fear of God, without trust in God, and with
concupiscence” (AC II). Concupiscence simply means a natural desire and inclination
to do evil. In this brief description, our Lutheran Confessions note that human nature
can be rightly described as lacking fear and trust in God. And as actively seeking after
sin and evil. So, we sinners lack the right disposition of fear, love, and trust in God
while possessing an evil disposition that seeks sin and evil.
Because we lack fear and trust in God and seek after evil, we sinners constantly justify
our actions so that we come off looking good and righteous in our own sight and in
the sight of others. In the case of the Pharisee, he was righteous doing all kinds of
righteous things. He contrasted his life with the tax collector and other types of
notorious sinners: extortioners, the unjust, and adulterers. But there was no faith. No
love or trust. The result is that God rejected his prayers. He was not justified in God’s
sight because of his self-righteousness. King David prayed to the Lord that he be
spared from presumptuous sins in Psalm 19:13. Moses, the man of God, confessed in
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Psalm 90:8 that his secret sins were revealed in the light of the Lord’s presence. The
apostle Paul exhorted the Roman Christians that they were not to allow sin to reign in
their bodies nor to surrender to its passions (Rom. 6:12). Instead, we baptized
Christians are to consider ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus (Rom.
6:11). Our minds are to be daily renewed so that we can discern God’s will (Rom.
12:2) and live in peace with God and man through the justifying, redemptive work of
the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:1).
The exhortation we must hear and consider is that even though we know we must
become like the tax collector, it is far too easy and natural for us to be like the
Pharisee. Dear saints, humble yourselves before the God of glory and holiness.
Confess not only your sins but your sinful nature. Your lack of fear and trust in God
and the ease with which you seek out sin and evil. Set aside the pretenses of selfrighteousness. God’s Word reveals that our sinful nature cannot be tamed or
rehabilitated. It must be crucified daily through repentance and faith. Now is the time
for repentance. This the day of cleansing and renewal in the Holy Spirit.
Abel brought a blood sacrifice to God. He had faith that God was merciful and
forgiving. The Lord heard Abel’s prayer and accepted his worship not because Abel
possessed more inherit righteousness or was a better man than Cain. The primary
difference was faith, simple trust in God’s love and goodness. Abel humbled himself
before the Lord His God. And God received him graciously. Abel was a Christian
believer and died a martyr. For his blood cries out from the ground (Gen. 4:10) like
the martyrs in the book of Revelation who pray to God, “How long before you will
judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth” (Rev. 6:10).
The tax collector in the parable from Luke 18 was no more righteous than the
Pharisee. In outward conduct, the tax collector would have been seen and considered
far inferior to the Pharisee. But his heart was humble and contrite. “God, be merciful
to me, a sinner!” (vs. 13). Holy Scripture clearly and beautifully teaches, “The
sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not
despise” (Ps. 51:17). Repentance and faith are the spiritual attitudes that cause the
angels of heaven to rejoice. Humility and faith before God are precious treasures. The
Lord Jesus concluded the parable by saying, “For everyone who exalts himself will be
humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted” (vs. 14). The highest form
of worship, the highest praise we can give to God is to believe what He says about His
desire to forgive sinners. The Lord Jesus Christ shed His blood in order to give answer
for everyone of our sins of thought, word, and deed. Real blood, divine and holy, shed
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for real sins, ugly and sinister. God seeks to give Himself to us and for us. Through
the holy and precious gospel of the forgiveness of sins, the Father sees us as righteous
and well-pleasing in His sight. Christ gave Himself fully and completely for us. He
held nothing back. Through faith in Christ Jesus, we sinners are declared to be
righteous in the Father’s sight. The Holy Spirit lives within us, recreating us after the
image of Christ Jesus.
The forgiveness of sins and the renewal of heart and mind by the Spirit go hand in
hand. Day by day, week by week, we come before God the Father confessing our sins
and receiving forgiveness through faith in Jesus. And yet, we seek to live our lives
according to God’s will and word. The Gospel never gives license to continue in sin.
God forbid. We have died to sin. And are alive to God in righteousness through Christ
Jesus. The Father’s reconciling work through His Son Jesus not only gives
forgiveness but renewal. The apostle Paul beautifully links these together in II
Corinthians 5:17–21:
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away;
behold, the new has come. 18All this is from God, who through Christ
reconciled us to himself … that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to
himself, not counting their trespasses against them … We implore you on
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who
knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.
It is good to pray, fast, give offerings, and come to public worship services. All these
are divine gifts given to us by the Spirit. We do these things through faith in Jesus
trusting that He has reconciled us to the Father. In joyous, courageous humility, we
believe that the Father is recreating us. He gives us true fear, love, and trust in God.
We now seek the narrow, wholesome way of righteousness through faith. The
righteousness of faith manifests itself in lives filled with good works of love toward
God and neighbor at home, work, and play. But the old ways of sin and evil are
constantly pressing themselves upon us. So we never leave off saying, “God, be
merciful to me, a sinner.” Our boast is in the Lord who loves and saves sinners. 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
Thirteenth Sunday after Trinity
August 29, 2021
Text: Luke 10:23–37
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

O grant that nothing in my soul
May dwell, but Thy pure love alone;
Oh, may Thy love possess me whole,
My joy, my treasure, and my crown!
All coldness from my heart remove;
My ev’ry act, word, thought be love. (LSB 683, st. 2)
That’s quite a prayer we just prayed to God. It was the second stanza of the hymn,
“Jesus, Thy Boundless Love to Me.” It was composed by the great German Lutheran
pastor and hymnwriter, Paul Gerhardt, during the 17th century. When considering this
hymnic prayer, we need to know that Gerhardt didn’t write these words leisurely
sitting at a local pub drinking German beer. Those words were born out of deep
suffering. He lived through the Thirty Years’ War, one of the most devasting wars in
European history. Four of his five children died and he outlived his wife. Because he
refused to compromise the truth of the Gospel, he was deposed from his parish. He
served another faithfully, though with many hardships, until his death. Near his
portrait posted in his final parish is this inscription, “A Theologian Sifted in Satan’s
Sieve.” Our hymnal contains 17 of his 120 or so hymns. I tend to gravitate toward
them because of their rich doctrinal content and deep, Christian piety. This man
suffered greatly. And his prayer, recorded in his many hymns, was that God’s love
would fill his heart and soul so that every act, word, and thought be love. Paul
Gerhardt’s confession of faith and love, “Jesus, Thy Boundless Love to Me” carries
much authority and weight in my ears because those words were expressed in the
crucible of life and death.
Some 120 year earlier, Luther famously wrote in “A Mighty Fortress”:
And take they our life, Goods, fame, child, and wife,
Though these all be gone, Our vict’ry has been won;
The kingdom our remaineth (LSB 656, st. 4b)
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Paul Gerhardt lived those words. And through it all he said, “Jesus loves me, this I
know.” Lutheran hymnody, at its best, not only presents us with the saving doctrines
of the Bible. It also provides a model of deep, Christian piety and devotion that is
unparalleled in all of Christendom.
I provide this rather lengthy introduction centered on Gerhardt’s life and hymn so that
we can ponder the depths and mystery of God’s love found in Jesus. How could a man
who had lost 4 children and his wife, his job and reputation, and all that he held dear,
make such a bold, courageous confession that Jesus loved him? Most of his life
looked as if God had abandoned him. He was, after all, a theologian sifted in Satan’s
sieve. The answer to this question is found, in part, in the gospel text from Luke 10.
That answer comes in two ways. First, the blessedness described in vs. 23–24 and
secondly, the parable of the Good Samaritan in vs. 25–37. To both of these sections,
all Christians can and ought boldly and triumphantly to say, regardless of the
circumstances of their earthly life, Jesus loves them with a love that transcends the
momentary experiences of life in this world.
In the first section, vs. 23–24, the Lord Jesus declared that His disciples were blessed.
That’s a word that means “enriched, made happy, and complete.” The disciples were
enriched, made complete, and filled with happiness because of what their eyes were
seeing in the person and work of Jesus. For they were beholding with their very eyes
and touching with their very hands and hearing with their ears the life of God found in
Jesus. Prophets and kings of old desired to experience what they had. David, Isaiah,
Abraham and all the patriarchs, Hezekiah, Micah, and all the noble men of old longed
to know, touch, see, and hear the Messiah. Though they walked by faith and died
triumphantly in the grace of the coming Savior, they did not receive in their lifetimes
the answer to their prayers. But the disciples of Jesus did. The hope of all nations was
standing in front of them. Divine love incarnate, in the person of Jesus. Listen to what
the apostle John wrote about this very thing, the blessedness given to them as apostles
and believers in the Lord Jesus Christ, the King of glory (I John 1:1–4):
1

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen
with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched with our hands,
concerning the word of life— 2the life was made manifest, and we have seen it,
and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and
was made manifest to us— 3that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also
to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is
with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ. 4And we are writing these things so
that our joy may be complete.
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Saints of the living God, this communion and fellowship with God so sought after by
the kings and prophets of old is ours through faith in Christ Jesus. Through the
prophetic and apostolic word, the blessed life of Jesus, the Messiah and Savior of the
world, is given to us freely by the Holy Spirit. Our baptism in God’s trinitarian name
is no mere ceremony or religious nicety. Quite the opposite. It brings us into the very
life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. Our fellowship is with the Father
and the Son by the grace of the Spirit. In the Holy Supper, we participate in the very
thing longed for by all the men and women of old. King David wrote, in Psalm 34 (st.
8, 18–19; 22):
8

Oh, taste and see that the LORD is good! Blessed is the man who takes refuge in
him! … 18The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit.
19
Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the LORD delivers him out of them
all. … 22The LORD redeems the life of his servants; none of those who take refuge
in him will be condemned.
In the Lord’s Supper, we taste and see that the Lord is good. He redeems our life. Our
broken hearts are mended. No condemnation comes to us. For we are born again into
the life of Christ Jesus. Blessed, indeed, are your eyes, ears, and mouths. The Lord is
good. Thus Gerhardt could write, “Jesus, Thy Boundless Love to Me.”
In the second section, vs. 25–37, the Lord Jesus answers the testing questions of
lawyer who wanted to justify himself rather than receive God’s love and mercy freely
through faith. God’s law beautifully and powerfully declares, “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, and your neighbor as yourself” (vs. 27). The Christian life is
summarized by love, love for God and love for man.
The question that arises, however, is how does one experience this love. How does a
sinful human being receive love, both divine and human, and give love? Jesus gives
the parable of the Good Samaritan to answer this question. A man was traveling
between Jericho and Jerusalem when robbers attacked him, took his possessions, and
left him almost dead on the side of the road. Some time later, two men passed by the
man, a priest and a Levite. Neither one offered any assistance to the man. It’s
surprising, shocking, in fact, that these upstanding, religious men don’t render any
assistance.
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Finally, a third traveler comes upon the man lying on the side of the road. He’s a
Samaritan, a man despised and scorned by the Jews. The biggest surprise in the story
is that the Samaritan helps the man as he binds his wounds with oil and wine. The
Samaritan places the man on his own donkey and carries him to an inn and takes care
of him. He even provides for any future expenses with the innkeeper. To all this, Jesus
then asks, “Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbor to the man
who fell among the robbers?” (vs. 36). The lawyer provides the only sensible answer,
“The one who showed him mercy” (vs. 37).
Paul Gerhardt could pen such powerful words of love and devotion to Jesus even in
the mist of suffering and anguish because he knew that Jesus was his Good Samaritan.
Gerhardt and all Christians, you and me, must see that we are represented by the man
beaten and left for dead on the side of the road. Jesus, the incarnate Son of God, came
to our rescue, bearing our burdens, healing our wounds, and forgiving our sins. He
reaches out to us in love even when we are most unlovable. Beaten, broken, dying.
Left for dead. Unwanted by others. Too burdensome and costly. But not to Jesus.
The ultimate and highest expression of God’s love is seen not only when the Good
Samaritan binds the man’s wounds and takes him to the comfort of an inn, but also
when he pays in advance for the man’s future needs. All of this points us to Christ’s
suffering, death, and resurrection for the salvation of the world. There we see divine
love. Jesus doesn’t fix us up once and then leave us to ourselves. Perish the thought.
His love and grace are life-long. He takes care of everything, from beginning to end.
“Jesus, thy boundless love to me.” That God Himself would take upon Himself our
human nature in order to bear our sins and suffer our death so that we can stand before
His Father and all the heavenly angels as pure, holy, redeemed sons and daughter of
God is staggering. “No thought can reach, no tongue declare.” God loves you and me
and the world in and through Christ Jesus.
The world, the devil, and even our own sinful conscience will tell us that we really
aren’t all that loveable. We’re just not worth the trouble. But Jesus says, “You are my
beloved. And I am yours. Come to Me. You are more than worth it.”
Blessed are you indeed, dear saints of God. For your eyes see and your ears hear the
love of God in Christ Jesus. We love God because He first loved us in Christ. With all
our heart, soul, strength, and mind, we love God who gives such boundless love. And
we love our neighbor as ourselves because Jesus first loved us as His neighbor.
Beginning with your family, close and extended, then to brothers and sisters in Christ,

5

then to those who God brings into your lives day by day, we love them in Christ’s
name. We pray, like Gerhardt so many years ago:
Oh, may Thy love possess me whole,
My joy, my treasure, and my crown!
All coldness from my heart remove;
My ev’ry act, word, thought be love.
God hear our prayer and grant our petition for Christ’s sake who loves us now and
into the ages of ages …
 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 5, 2021
Text: Luke 17:11–19
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

King Solomon describes the life of Christian believers in a most curious, beautiful
way. From today’s OT reading, Proverbs 4:18, “But the path of the righteous is like
the light of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter until full day.” You must
imagine the dawn of a beautiful morning. It begins in darkness but the light of the sun
begins to show more brilliantly as the minutes go by. Soon, the sun has fully arisen
filling the day with the brilliance of full light. That is how the path of Christian faith is
like. Our knowledge and love for God and His holy ways grows more and more as we
journey through this world of darkness into His marvelous light. We live by the light
of Christ. It shines with the brightness of divine glory and grace. Day by day, year by
year we grow in the light of glory of Christ Jesus, the crucified and resurrected Savior
of the world.
Our knowledge of Jesus is certainly made all the more glorious because of today’s
gospel reading from Luke 17:11–19. We must keep in mind the context. This is
towards the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry. Vs. 11 tells us that Jesus is “on the way to
Jerusalem …” Our Lord will soon perform the greatest act 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. Love and mercy are the light the shines brighter even as the day grows
longer.
While on His way to complete the greatest of God’s mighty works, Jesus hears a plea
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.
Can’t you imagine the pain and anguish in their cry for mercy. This may be their only
chance to see Jesus. Rumor has it He can heal all manner of disease. So they yell
“Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.” It’s a simple, desperate cry for help. Mercy is that
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virtue that provides grace and aid 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.
The prophet Jeremiah found comfort in God’s mercy and faithfulness even as he
composed his great lament of Jerusalem’s destruction. In the midst of the suffering,
anguish, and death of Jerusalem’s destruction, the light of righteousness grew more
and more as it pierced the gloom of death and judgment. Lamentation 3:22–24:
22

The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; his mercies never come to an end;
they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness. 24“The LORD is my
portion,” says my soul, “therefore I will hope in him.”
23

In this passage of hope, we have the imagery of new life described in the freshness of
the morning. God’s mercy and love are new every morning. They grow light the light
of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter until full day. God’s glory shines the
brightest in mercy and love. This truth we must never forget, dear saints of God.
Ten lepers cry out to Jesus for 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,
apparently 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 Old Testament, Leviticus
14:20, a person who thought he was healed of leprosy was required to go see the
priest. Jesus is telling the 10 lepers to go see the priest as if they were already healed!
And sure enough, the leprosy is healed while they walk to Jerusalem. The Lord had
mercy. Can’t you imagine the joy of the 10! Hope and dignity are restored. No more
pain and suffering. They can return back home to their families. No more stigma or
separation and misery from their disease. God’s mercy was found to be bright and
new in Christ Jesus.
The Bible doesn’t tell us what happened to the lepers after they left Jesus, at least, we
don’t know what happened to 9 of the healed lepers. No doubt they went to the priest,
received their blessing, and returned home. Try to imagine the magnitude of God’s
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mercy just shown. If they had families, a wife and 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.
Luke does, however, tell us a little 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. Look at the rest of vs. 16, “Now he was a Samaritan.”
It’s hard to describe adequately the racial tension between the Jews and Samaritans.
The tension would have been as intense as the race relations in our own country
between among 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 some of the most difficult to deal with.
In light of our own historic and present struggles with racism, it is good that we
Christians be reminded that racial prejudice is a sin. What I mean by this is that any
idea that a person or a group of people are inferior to any other person and group
based solely upon their race is simply wrong. For we share in a common humanity
traced back to Adam and Eve through Noah and his wife. The eternal Son of God
became fully and completely man in order to redeem all mankind. Revelation 7
describes a great multitude which could not be numbered gathered around the throne
of God. They were clothed with white robes washed in the blood of the lamb. This
glorious multitude was made up of people “from every nation, from all tribes and
peoples and languages” (Rev. 7:9). In the beginning, God created us in His divine
image. Through the incarnation, passion, death, and resurrection of His Son, God
redeemed all humanity. We certainly must note the distinctions between the races
even as the Bible does in Revelation 7. But distinctions are not equivalent to notions
of inferiority or superiority.
The light of God’s love and mercy and clearly seen in Jesus healing a Samaritan of
leprosy. 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
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of God’s mercy given in and through Jesus Christ. Our Lord’s mercy extends to all
people fully and equally; it extends to you and me.
This Samaritan outsider returns to confess what the other nine apparently Jewish
lepers failed to realized. 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).
Every Sunday morning, we join together in Christ’s name and cry out, “Lord, have
mercy.” The prayers we will bring before God’s throne later in this service appeal to
God’s mercy. After each petition, I will say, “Lord, in your mercy.” To each, the
congregation responds, “Hear our prayer.” The great confidence we have in God
hearing and answering our prayer is rooted and grounded in God’s mercy and love.
The mercies of the Lord are new every morning. Through faith in Christ Jesus, we
live and walk in the eternal morning of God’s mercy. And it grows brighter and
brighter as dawn become full day. God’s glory is chiefly seen in His mercy. Let us
always rejoice and exult in divine mercy.
For we sinners know that without His mercy given in and through the death and
resurrection of Jesus, there would be no forgiveness of sins. Our consciences would
remain stained by sin and guilt. And at the end of our life, we would face a bitter,
terrible judgment. But God has had mercy upon us through Christ. Each and every
day, the Lord renews our hearts and minds. For we are His baptized children. By His
precious blood, we are cleansed from the leprous filth of our sin. The contagion of this
world is wiped away for the Lord has had mercy upon us. The words Jesus spoke to
the Samaritan leper apply to us too, “Rise and go your way; your faith has made you
well” (vs. 19). Christ Jesus has saved us! We now walk by faith on the path of the
righteous which grow brighter and brighter, like the light of dawn growing in
brilliance until the full day.
A Samaritan leper returned to Jesus to give thanks. This is the highest worship we can
give to God. To believe His Word and everything He says to us. Through faith, we
return sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving for all that God has done and continues to
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do for us. Hebrews 13:15–16 teaches us praising God in thanksgiving is our continual
act of worship:
15

Through (Christ Jesus) then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to
God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name. 16Do not neglect to do
good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.
By the grace of the Holy Spirit, your sacrifices of praise are well pleasing to our
heavenly Father. For you are the redeemed of the Lord. Precious and holy in His sight.
Live in the light of God’s love and mercy. May they always be new, growing brighter
and brighter in each of your lives until the final day of Christ’s glorious return.
 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 12, 2021
Text: Matthew 6:24–34
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Twenty years ago yesterday, the priorities of America changed. In a few short hours,
we suddenly realized that much of what we thought was important in life wasn’t all
that important. Thousands of men, women, and children going about their ordinary
lives were killed on September 11, 2001. And so much has happened in our world as a
result of that fateful day. We do well to remember in repentant humility and steadfast
faith. In the face of such evil, we witnessed great courage as men and women risked
their lives to save their neighbor. And we heard rulers and leaders from across our
country and the world that God was at work, doing something of great significance in
our country. We do well to remember. To remember those who died directly from the
attacks themselves and everyone who died serving their neighbors. To remember God
calls us all to repentance for our sins and failures when faced with tragedy and to trust
in Him above all things for all things, but especially for saving, steadfast faith in the
Lord Jesus Christ. May God the Father grant us true humility and courage to live and
die loving Christ and our neighbor through the grace and power of the Holy Spirit.
Amen.
The gospel reading from Matthew 6 is a good and timely reminder of how we
Christians are to order the days of our lives. Two verses will serve as bookends. They
are Matthew 6:24 and 6:33:
“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.
24

33

But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things
will be added to you.
The Lord Jesus established for us two absolutes: 1) Christians will serve God alone
through faith and love and 2) we are to seek the things of God as our chief priority.
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According to Jesus, everyone has a god. It’s either the one true God revealed in Holy
Scripture, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, or it is a false god, represented in today’s
text by money. There can be no sliding scales of devotion. You either love one or the
other, but not both. You can have only one master in your life. God or money and all
the things that money can give you.
If we serve anything or anyone other than the one true God of heaven and earth, we
are serving an idol, a false god. Idolatry, the worship of a false god, comes in many
forms. False worship is more than simply bowing before an idol of wood, stone, or
precious metal. Idolatry is a matter of the heart. Where is your comfort, joy, and
hope? What does your heart, soul, mind, and body long for? That is your god.
It’s quite easy to say all the right things when being asked these kinds of questions. To
think and speak all the pious platitudes. Well, of course I love and trust in God above
all things. Yes, Jesus died for my sins. And I plan to die and go to heaven, and so
forth. Those are the kinds of things we are to think and say. But what do your actual
day to day priorities say? What do your spending accounts say about your priorities?
What does your calendar say about your priorities? When you go to sleep at night,
what were the priorities of your thoughts, your will and emotions, your passions and
desires, your use of time, money, and other resources? How you use the things of this
world reveal your spiritual condition. They reveal who your god is, what brings you
ultimate comfort, joy, and hope.
Now, there is nothing wrong with having and enjoying the material things of this
world: food, clothing, house, home, vacations, vehicles, music, art, sports, leisure, etc.
God the Father gave us the splendor and beauty of this world to enjoy. We receive
them with joy and thanksgiving for they are made holy by the Word of God and
prayer (I Tim. 4:4–5). Everything and everyone in this good universe are gifts of God
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We are to receive them with joy and thanksgiving.
Thus our Lord Jesus teaches us in today’s text that we are not to be anxious and
worried about life, what we will eat and drink or what clothes we will wear. Or even
how many years we have to live on this side of eternity. God our Father knows that
we have need of these things (vs. 32). I want you to note what Jesus says here. Your
Father knows that you need these things. And He promises to provide these needed
things. We worship and serve a God who delights in taking care of you! This world is
His gift. And the greatest need is the life and salvation won for us by the Lord Jesus
Christ. The Holy Spirit works this faith in your hearts by the precious gospel.
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We Christians must be clear about who our Lord and master is: God and God alone.
We serve Him through faith that is active in love toward Him and our neighbor. This
part of our life is simply not negotiable. God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is our
Lord and master. All false gods must be absolutely and decisively cast down.
Now, we turn to the second absolute established by Jesus. The holy things of God are
the priority. We need to realize that it is quite possible for Christians to have sinful
priorities, that is, to worship money, as Jesus said in vs. 24. And the temptation to do
so is quite strong and ever present. Who among us hasn’t thought: If I only made a
little more money, more intelligence, a more charismatic personality, etc., things
would be better? The lie in all this is that more necessarily means better, and maybe
even more insidious, that God is not giving me everything I need for life and
happiness. The author of the letter to the Hebrews combats this kind of sinful thinking
with these words:
5

Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have,
for he has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” 6So we can
confidently say, “The Lord is my helper; I will not fear; what can man do to
me?” (Hebrews 13:5–6).
When facing these struggles of sin and its many, many discontents, remember God’s
direct word of promise, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”
Instead of looking to money and the things of the world as our priority, we Christians
“seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness” (vs. 33). God’s kingdom and
His righteousness were first given to us when we were baptized in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. We seek Jesus and His righteousness,
first and foremost. Without Him, we have nothing of lasting value. Jesus and His
eternal gifts are our priorities.
We must resist the ever-present deception of our day which says Jesus and the things
of God cannot be the priority. This kind of thinking says we can have Jesus and
spiritual things on Sunday or other special holidays. But not the day in and day out
hustle and bustle of where you live, work, and play. Seek first the kingdom of God
and His righteousness, says Jesus. And He promises “all these things (i.e., earthly,
material things such as food, clothing, life, etc…) will be added to you.” It is certainly
true that “seeking first the kingdom of God” will look differ to some extent for each of
us as we all have unique lives, families, and circumstances. But there are some things
that are common to us all:
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Families need to pray together daily. Fathers, lead your families in home worship.
Wives and mothers, encourage and support your husband in leading family
worship. It needn’t be long or complex. Parents, I would remind you that God’s
Word commands you to raise your children in the Christian faith; the Bible does
not command us to give them vast sums of money or material possessions.
Sunday worship and Bible study and the time required by them must be held
sacred. Through Word and Sacraments, God’s kingdom comes among us. Christ is
present with His gifts of life and salvation. Other activities need to be scheduled
around this time and not Church around other activities. We’re talking about
priorities.
Review how you are using your material resources in order to ensure that the
things of God’s kingdom are being cared for. This includes tithes and offerings. It
means caring for your family and their real and most important needs. Don’t allow
otherwise good and wholesome activities to drain your resources (financial,
emotional, spiritual, and physical energies) so that you cannot give your family,
friends, church, and community the time they need.
Your job. Does it allow you to serve Christ Jesus by faith through frequent and
regular hearing of His Word as well as to serve your family, friends, church, and
community in love?
Take a good look at your calendar. Does it reflect the worship of God alone in all
things while seeking as first priority the things of God, namely family, church,
friends, and community?
The Lord Jesus established for us two absolutes: 1) Christians will serve God alone
through faith and love and 2) we are to seek the things of God as our chief priority.
Thus, our lives are to be ordered rightly around loving God and loving the people He
has placed in our lives. Our comfort and joy and hope and strength are found in Christ
Jesus and the many, many gifts He gives. Seek Him first dear saints of God. All these
other really good things will be added. But the priority is Jesus, the same Jesus who
loves each of you, the same Jesus who desires to give you His blessings 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 & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Sixteenth Sunday after Trinity
September 19, 2021
Text: Luke 7:11–17
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Jesus is traveling in the northern region of Israel called Galilee. While traveling in
Galilee, Jesus approaches the town of Nain, a small village southwest of the Sea of
Galilee. He and His disciples encounter the funeral procession for a man recently
died. Luke lets us know the important details of this particular funeral, “[A] man who
had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow, and
a considerable crowd from the town was with her” (vs. 12)
This story reminds us of how unnatural and how wrong things are in this world. First
of all, death is a foreign and unwelcome invader. God did not create mankind to die.
But sin works its devastation. Paul tells us in I Corinthians that the sting of death is
sin, and the power of sin is the Law (I Corinthians 15:56). Not only has death taken
the life of this man, but it has already taken the life of his father. So this man’s mother
must suffer yet again. She’s a widow who must now bury her only son. As a result of
these two deaths, life for the widow will be very hard indeed. She is bereft of family.
Unless close friends or other more distant relations step in and help, she will most
likely live in abject poverty. In those days, there were no forms of social security or
social services except for one’s family and friends.
Jesus sees the situation and is moved with compassion. He feels her sorrow down to
the depths of His soul. Shockingly, Jesus does the unthinkable, not only in His day,
but our own. He finds the grieving mother and says, “Do not weep” (vs. 13). Strange
words for this occasion. Don’t weep. Don’t be sad at the death of your only son.
Really? Can Jesus be serious? She has to do what every parent hopes he or she will
never have to do, bury their own child. But our Lord’s gentle command, “Do not
weep” is no empty sentiment. His words are filled with power, comfort, and action.
Jesus approaches the bier. “Young man, I say to you, arise” (vs. 14). The man does
exactly what Jesus commands. He rises from his coffin, alive and well. There can be
no mistake about this miracle. Jesus has raised the dead back to life.
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“Arise.” That’s a resurrection word. Christians reading or hearing these words from
Luke 7 already know about Good Friday and Easter. Jesus died and rose again and
now lives and reigns to all eternity. One word is all it takes for our Lord Jesus. For
Him, raising the dead is no more difficult than waking someone from a short,
afternoon nap. Jesus is the Lord of life. “I am the way, the truth, and the life” says
Jesus in John 14:6. He created life in the very beginning when God the Father spoke
through Him to bring the universe into existence. Through Him, the Holy Spirit gives
life to every human being in their mother’s womb at the moment of conception. “All
things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was
made” says the apostle John (1:3). Jesus, the eternal Son of God now in human flesh
and blood, delights in giving life. And He wants us to enjoy it as His good gift. We
were created for life, not death. I have come that “they may have life and have it
abundantly” says our Lord in John 10:10.
Jesus speaks a single word, “Arise,” and the dead live. Don’t forget that most
important observation. For our discipleship, our following Jesus is based upon our
Lord’s ability to raise the dead. More on that later.
Did you notice how similar this story from the Galilean town of Nain is to the account
of Elijah raising the widow’s son of Zarepheth back to life? That story also tells us of
a widow who loses her son in death. By God’s grace, the prophet Elijah raises him to
life and gives him back to his mother.
But there is one very important difference from Jesus raising the widow’s son of Nain.
Elijah basically raises the son back to life through the power of prayer. Three times he
cries out, “O Lord my God, let this child’s life come into him again” (I Kings 17:21).
Jesus does not need to pray to restore life. Jesus is greater than the prophets. He
simply gives life. He speaks, life is given, the dead are raised. It’s that matter-of-fact
with our Lord.
That’s the power of Christ’s Word. We must never forget the virtue and power of
God’s Word. Everything we believe and hope for is based upon that powerful Word.
The good people of Nain see this remarkable event and start making the connections.
We’ve read about this kind of thing before in the Scriptures, what we call the Old
Testament. “A great prophet has arisen among us” and “God has visited His people”
the people declare (vs. 16). It is quite possible they are thinking of Elijah when they
declare Jesus to be a great prophet.
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But we must notice what they don’t say. Jesus is a great prophet, true enough. But
they don’t declare Him to be the Son of God, nor the Messiah, nor the Savior. They
proclaim that God has visited His people, true enough. But the fail to see and confess
that Jesus is Immanuel, God with us.
The people of Nain have seen a great miracle. A widow’s son was raised back to life.
But the miracle can only create curiosity, wonder, fear, and awe (vs. 16). What this
miracle (and any other miracle for that matter) can’t do is create faith, at least it can’t
do it by itself. God’s Word must always be present to perform the greatest miracle of
all: creating faith and trust in the Lord Jesus. For every man, woman, and child is dead
in sins and trespasses. To be a Christian means having been raised from the dead!
Through God’s Word, the miracle of saving faith in Christ Jesus is done. A greater
miracle than Zarephath and Nain is performed when God the Holy Spirit gives a
person the fullness of God’s life found in Christ Jesus. Let me illustrate this from
today’s epistle reading from Ephesians 3.
In this text, the apostle Paul prays for the Ephesian Christians and all Christians with
the full assurance of Christ’s death and resurrection. “For this reason I bow my knees
before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, that
according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power
through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through
faith” (vs. 14–17a). Paul’s prayer is 1) according to the riches of God the Father’s and
2) empowered by the Holy Spirit 3) for the purpose of Christ dwelling in our hearts by
faith.
The crucified and resurrected Jesus, the Lord of glory, dwells in our hearts by the
power of the Spirit according to the great riches of the Father. This is the glory and
wonder of our Christian discipleship. All of you are wonderful, beautiful men and
women. But there is an unseen majesty in every Christian believer: Christ Jesus, the
Lord of glory living in your hearts through a steadfast faith created by the Spirit in
Christian baptism and God’s Word. Dear saints of the living Christ, the wealth of
heaven and earth pale in comparison to the riches of the Father revealed in you. Christ
Jesus is doing His good and gracious work in your life through the Spirit. The reason
the hardships of this life cannot overcome us is Christ Jesus has claimed your heart as
His home. You belong to Him and He belongs to you. There is no greater treasure
God the Father can give you.
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But there’s more!! With Christ dwelling in your heart by the Spirit, you are “rooted
and grounded in love” (17b). The love of God in Christ Jesus is our stability and
foundation. And get ready to hear something even more extraordinary. The Spirit,
working through God’s Word and Sacraments, grounds us in God’s love so that each
of you “may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and
length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge”
(vs. 18–19a). Because Christ Jesus dwells in our hearts and minds we have the
strength to comprehend that which surpasses knowledge. We can know that which is
beyond knowing! Namely, knowing “the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge.”
Such glorious knowledge can only come by the Spirit working through God’s Word
and Sacraments preached and administered in Christ’s precious name.
The final goal and purpose for Paul’s prayer is stated at the end of vs. 19, “…that you
may be filled with all the fulness of God.” All that God is and desires to give – the
fullness of God – fills each and every Christian believer. The fullness of God’s mercy,
His love, His power, His life, His victory, His joy, the fullness of God Himself. It all
belongs to you because Christ Jesus suffered, died, and rose again from the dead for
the salvation of the world. The devils cannot stand against God’s love. The
perplexities of life in this world cannot undo or thwart the fullness of God’s love and
will for your lives. The miracles of Zarephath and Nain both point to Christ’s death
and resurrection. The fullness of Christ’s life permeates our every thought, word, and
deed. There is absolutely nothing, and I mean nothing, that is beyond the surpassing
greatness of Christ’s life and love for you.
We are Christians. Followers of Jesus. Christianity isn’t about rules, do this and do
that. There are plenty of other religions that give you that. Being a Christian means
living and walking in the fullness of a single, powerful word, “Arise.” We Christians
are a resurrection people. Live in the abundance of Christ’s life. That includes the
fullness of Christ’s physical, mental, and emotional life. It all belongs you as God the
Father wills.
May that joyous hope bless and preserve you today, tomorrow, and into eternity. Arise
dear people of God and live, live abundantly…
 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 26, 2021
Text: Matthew 18:1–10
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Collect for St. Michael and All Angels begins by saying, “Everlasting God, You
have ordained and constituted the service of angels and men in a wonderful order.”
That’s a beautiful and profound statement. We Christians rightly recognize that
whatever God does, He does in an orderly manner.
Consider, for example, God’s work of creation which He accomplishes through the
power of His Word. As you read the creation account in Genesis 1, it quickly becomes
apparent that each day of creation is characterized by bringing greater and greater
order to the universe. It begins with the creation of light and darkness and their
orderly separation one from the another on the 1st day, then the orderly separation of
the waters to form the heavens on the 2nd day, then the ordering of the waters into seas
and the formation of dry ground with plants and vegetation on the 3rd day; on the 4th
day God brought greater order and complexity to light and darkness by creating the
sun, the moon, and all the stars; these lights separated day from night and God
established the orderly rhythm of the seasons, days, and years, then on the 5th day God
filled the waters with sea creatures according to their various kinds as well as the skies
with birds according to their kinds. Finally, we come to the 6th day of creation. God
filled the land with many, many animals according to their different kinds. Because
God created the universe in such a wise and orderly way, we can study the stars and
all the wondrous things in space as well as all the various species of plant, animal,
bird, and fish in a wonderfully organized manner. All our sciences are based upon this
foundational truth. The universe is beautifully and spectacularly ordered because God
is a God of order.
This quick review of creation is meant to illustrate how God works. He is a God of
order. Consequently, the various teachings of evolution are incompatible with the
Biblical witness. There are any number of reasons why evolutionary theories of the
origins of the universe and the Bible’s account of creation are incompatible. But for

2

today’s purposes, I simply want to focus on the truth that God created the universe
with order. A foundational element of evolution theory is that all that now exists came
into being through blind, random chance. The so-called laws of nature work the way
they do because it happened to work out that way. But it didn’t have to turn out the
way it did. It was all by random, chance. Even “theistic evolution” which says God
created the universe but through the means of evolution is contrary to the clear word
of God. For God did not use disorder and random chance to form the universe but the
ordering power of His Word. In fact, John 1 teaches us that God the Father created the
world through and by His Word, the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, who became
flesh and dwelt among us in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Such beauty and order in the world prompted the psalmists to contemplate God’s
works in creation and redemption. They found joy and delight in the mighty works of
God. They are studied by all who love and find pleasure in God. The psalmist writes
(Psalm 111:2–4):
2

Great are the works of the LORD, studied by all who delight in them.
3
Full of splendor and majesty is his work, and his righteousness endures forever.
4
He has caused his wondrous works to be remembered; the LORD is gracious and
merciful.
The works of God including the service of angels and men are orderly, great, and
beautiful.
Genesis 1 doesn’t mention which day God created the angels. But they were created
during those six days because Genesis 2:1–2 says, “Thus the heavens and the earth
were finished, and all the host of them…and God rested on the seventh day from all
his work that he had done.” Mankind, however, was created on the sixth day as the
pinnacle of God’s creative work.
Now we come to the heart of the matter. What is the distinctive order God has given
to men and to angels? Let’s begin with men. The Lord God created Adam from the
dust of the ground on the 6th day of creation. The Lord spoke the universe into
existence. But not man. The Lord God formed Him from the earth so that He would
reflect God’s divine image before the rest of creation. We were created to rule over the
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world as His representatives. We are the stewards and lords over the ordered beauty
and majesty of this world.
Mankind is unique in that every man, woman, and child is consists of two natures: a
physical bodily nature which we readily see and experience with our senses and a
spiritual nature which we know from both experience and the revelation of God’s
Word. We humans are enfleshed souls or spirited bodies. While being tempted by
Satan in the desert, the Lord Jesus said man does not live by bread alone (i.e., physical
nature) but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God (spiritual nature). In
today’s gospel reading from Matthew 18, the Lord Jesus taught that sinning against
another Christian, that is, doing them spiritual and physical harm, is a great offense. In
fact, Jesus says better to maim yourself physically than harm another or yourself
spiritually!! Vs. 8, “And if your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and
throw it away. It is better for you to enter life crippled or lame than with two hands or
two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire.” We human beings are so ordered and
constituted that we must consider both our physical and spiritual natures.
Much of the mischief we see today at all levels of society is founded upon a faulty
understanding of man’s orderly nature consisting of body and soul, flesh and spirit.
There is much that the world has suffered as a result of Covid-19. That suffering was
exacerbated because the world’s response has focused primarily on man’s physical
nature, his medical health, to the extreme detriment of his spiritual health. We have
been treated as if we are only bodies with organs, cells, immune systems, etc. who
only need to receive the right medicines, treatments, and procedures. But the truth of
the matter is that we are also spiritual creatures, created in the image of God.
I can’t adequately describe the various reactions from people when I have advocated
for spiritual care during this crisis, really, during any crisis, even before Covid-19. At
times, I think people thought I was crazy. How can you be worried about the niceties
of spirituality? Don’t you know we have to stop this virus? Yes. And we do that by
also caring for people’s souls. They need to hear the truth of God’s Word. That Christ
Jesus died for their sins and rose from the dead to destroy sickness and death. People
need to pray, and sing, and be fed with the Holy Supper of Christ’s body and blood
especially during a crisis. And we mustn’t forget that one of the spiritual aspects of
our dominion over the world is to intercede for the world through prayer.
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Care for the soul isn’t a nice luxury when things are going well. The precious gospel
is needed especially when the world is falling apart. The reason is that God created us
in the beginning with an ordered nature that is spiritual and physical. The more we
live faithfully according to the unique characteristics of our physical and spiritual
natures, the closer we come to fulfilling God’s plan and purposes for our lives. The
bond that unites all things together is love, love for God and love for man. We were
created to have a loving, rich, ordered relationship with God and our fellow man.
Now we come to the angels. God ordained and constituted the angels to serve and
worship Him in heaven and to help and defend all believers. The angels are pure spirit
beings. Unlike we human beings, they do not have a physical body. When they appear
visibly, one sees their spiritual bodies. Some angels do have wings. They are mighty
and powerful. Michael and Gabriel are archangels specifically named in the Bible.
And there are evil angels, Satan being their chief.
The Bible calls angels ministering spirits, in Hebrews 1:14. They serve God as He
performs His mighty, ordered works. The book of Job describes the angels singing at
creation (38:7). Most of the big events in Jesus’ life include the service of angels. The
archangel Gabriel was sent to Mary to announce that she will give birth to the Savior.
Mary conceived the Lord Jesus in her virgin womb through the power of the Holy
Spirit when she heard and believed God’s Word spoken by Gabriel. Angels announced
our Lord’s birth in Bethlehem; they ministered to Him after His 40 days of fasting and
temptation in the desert. And the angels were the first preachers of Christ’s
resurrection from the dead. The OT and NT describe the angels worshipping God in
heaven as well as in the worship of the church! In Luke 15, Jesus teaches that when
sinners repent and return to God in faith, the angels in heaven rejoice.
The angels do battle against Satan and his fallen angels. Today’s readings from Daniel
and Revelation specifically describe the archangel Michael waging war against the
evil angles both in heaven – described in Revelation 12, and on earth – described in
Daniel 10 and 12. The devils seek to destroy all of God’s ordered works: creation,
government, home and families, and most especially saving faith in Jesus. The devils’
primary weapon is deceit, lies. Through their lies, they bring chaos, disorder,
destruction, and death. This is why we Christians can never compromise the truth at
any point. To do so would be to work with and collaborate with evil. Remember our
Lord’s warning against sinning against another Christian in today’s gospel text.
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We Christians join with the angels in serving God and resisting the devils. But we do
so in different ways. God is a God of order. We serve God by hearing His Word,
receiving Christ’s sacraments, worshipping Him in Spirit and in truth, offering prayers
of praise and thanksgiving, and loving our neighbors sacrificially. The angels serve
God as they participate in heavenly and earthly worship and as they protect Christians
from the evil plans of the fallen angels.
We Christians never pray to angels. God commissions the angels to protect Christians,
most of the time we are unaware of their protection. But Jesus describes His believing
children – Christians – as having angels “who always see the face of My Father who
is in heaven” (vs. 10). That’s another reason why sinning against Christians is so
heinous; it offends the holy angels as well as God Himself. The holy angels thwart
and hinder the devil and his angels as God directs them. We Christians resist the devil
by hearing God’s Word in faith, prayer, and fasting.
The importance of understanding the ordered nature of angels and men is summarized
by Jesus in vs. 11, “For the Son of Man came to save the lost.” From the very
beginning, God the Holy Trinity created man to live in loving fellowship with
Himself, the heavenly hosts, and with one another. Jesus came to save us from the
disordering lies and deceptions of the devil and his angels. God’s angels serve God
and Christ by helping and defending us. This is the wonderful order that God ordained
and constituted. Great are the works of God, studied by all who delight in them.
Thanks be to God for His mighty angels who help and assist us as we praise and serve
God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
✠ 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.

Note: I was giving presentations at both congregation on the relationship between faith and
science; hence, the reason for some of the material in this sermon.
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Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
Eighteenth Sunday after Trinity
October 3, 2021
Text: Matthew 22:34–46
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Last semester, I took a class in political theory and government. It wasn’t a class
dedicated exclusively to American government or modern democracies. Rather, it was
survey of various political theories and governmental forms practiced over the 2,500
years of western history. One of the more memorable moments in the class occurred
when it was pointed out that the emphasis on rights, both legal and natural, is
relatively new. This new emphasis really grew out of the rise of modern nation states
with changing forms of governments. But it particularly found expression in the
1700’s. The most famous expression of this is found in our Declaration of
Independence written by Thomas Jefferson who, in turn, borrowed his ideas from
John Locke and other thinkers of their time:
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are
Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.--That to secure these rights,
Governments are instituted among Men…
I know that we are in church, not civics class. So please bear with me as I attempt to
establish how and why we 21st century American think and act. It will become
important to both the Old Testament and Gospel readings appointed for today. But
notice two things about our Declaration here. First, we hold that it is self-evidently
true that God Himself has given us unalienable rights, namely, life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness. God has given people, all people, certain rights. Second, that the
purpose of government is to secure these God-given, unalienable rights. Secure,
meaning, to keep them safe. Government doesn’t grant them, God does. The purpose
of government is to keep them safe from anyone who would take them away from us.
This brief review of our history may provide some clarity as to why there is so much
debate taking place in our country. Everyone, on both sides of our cultural debates –
Covid, abortion, marriage, immigration, etc. – are claiming rights. Rights to get
married, to have abortions, to wear masks or not wear masks, to privacy, to bear arms,
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to vote with or without identification, and so forth. While the idea of rights was not
foreign to the ancient, classical, and medieval worlds, it wasn’t their primary way of
thinking; they focused more upon obligations to one’s family, society, and religion.
For us moderns, especially living in capitalistic democracies, rights, both legal and
natural are a primary way of thinking about life and society.
God’s Word, however, calls for God’s people to think about the world differently.
Consequently, we live differently. Don’t mistaken what I’m saying here. I am not
saying that our present emphasis on rights is unbiblical or unchristian. Nor am I
saying that living according to established norms of obligations is contrary to the
Bible. That’s not my point. God’s Word has always called God’s people to live
differently and to think differently about the world. In that sense, the Bible has always
been counter cultural.
So what is the Biblical teaching that guides Christians in their day to day lives, even
more than rights and obligations? It’s quite simple and revolutionary: love. Consider
the Deuteronomy 10:12, “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…” More than life, land,
country, family, or anything or anyone, we love the Lord God with all our heart and
mind. Quite simply, we love God as our highest and greatest treasure.
The Bible defines love as giving yourself completely and sacrificially for the good of
someone else. Love includes rights and obligations but transcends them. When asked
what is the greatest commandment, Jesus responded by quoting Deuteronomy 6:5,
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with
all your mind.” In other words, loving God is the orientation of our heart, soul, and
mind toward Him. Everything about us is to be directed 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, dear
saints of God, are to love God with your body and soul, mind and emotions, with your
entire person, body and soul.
Loving God means loving and desiring God above all others, including your spouse,
children, family, money, security, etc. His name, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
revealed to us through the Lord Jesus, is to be your highest and most sacred treasure.
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And His Word – Holy Scripture – is to be your very life-bread for man shall not live
by bread alone but by every Word of God. This, in summary, is loving God according
to His commandments.
But that is only one side of the coin. God’s Word calls us to love our neighbor, our
fellow man. Jesus describes this kind of love as like unto the love we have for God. In
Matthew 22:39, Jesus says, “And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as
yourself.” The Lord Jesus is simply quoting Leviticus 19:18. Today’s Old Testament
reading describes loving a specific kind of neighbor as ourselves: the sojourner, which
is anyone from another nation living temporarily or even permanently in a foreign
country. Deuteronomy 10:12, “Love the sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners
in the land of Egypt.” According to Holy Scripture, we see the people around us not
primarily as possessors of certain rights nor as claimants of certain obligations that
must be fulfilled either by us or someone else – though these things are included.
Rather, we see them, first and foremost, as unique creations of God with indescribable
dignity and worth. Our neighbors need our love, that is, they need our heart and mind
to be set upon providing for their good in whatever ways that are right and proper,
even if that requires giving sacrificially from our time, resources, our very own lives.
The Bible very clearly teaches that people do have certain rights. Several of the
commandments wouldn’t make any sense if they didn’t. For example, people have a
right to keep their possessions and private property. The seventh Commandment,
“You shall not steal.” And the ninth Commandment, “You shall not covet your
neighbor’s house.” People have a right to life. The fifth Commandment, “You shall
not murder.” People have a natural right to live under legitimate authority. The fourth
Commandment, “Honor your father and your mother.” That commandment also
teaches children have a right to their parents and vice versa. And people have a right
to worship the one true God of heaven and earth. The first three commandments: You
shall have no other gods. You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God. You
Remember the sabbath by keeping it holy.
God’s Word also teaches that people are obligated to perform certain tasks. Using the
10 commandments, we see that people are obligated to worship God in the way He
chooses. We are obligated to care for our parents and honor other authorities. We are
obligated to honor and respect our neighbors as persons, physical and spiritual. We
must protect his life, his family, wife and children, as well as his possessions and
property, his name and reputation, and all that he has.
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But here is the difference with us Christians. We Christians recognize our neighbors’
rights and we exercise our rights in the larger world. We Christians gladly keep our
obligations and we, in turn, expect in hope that others will keep their obligations
toward us. For Christians, however, the foundational reason we do these things is
love. Love for God above all things. And love for our neighbor as ourselves.
And we must remember that the love we are talking about here is defined by the
Bible, not the world, not human passions and lusts. I Corinthians 13 gives a beautiful
and helpful description of the love of God and love for neighbor we seek to have and
share:
4

Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not arrogant 5or rude. It
does not insist on its own way (i.e., rights); it is not irritable or resentful; 6it does
not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 7Love bears all things,
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things (i.e., obligations). 8Love
never ends… 13 So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of
these is love (4–8a, 13).
The Lord Jesus summarized the entire Biblical witness as being fulfilled in this kind
of love. “On these two commandments (i.e., love for God and love for man) depend
all the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 22:40). Ultimately, the reason we Christians find
love to be our primary motivation, above rights and obligations, is that love is
grounded in God Himself. God is love. He doesn’t simply have love. He is love. So
writes the apostle John twice in his first epistle. I John 4:8, 16.
And His patient, kind, determined not to be arrogant, rude, irritable or resentful, but
enduring, hoping, and rejoicing kind of love is most powerfully and beautifully seen
in the crucifixion of the Lord Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God in human flesh.
Jesus didn’t die on the cross for your salvation or the salvation of the world because of
rights and obligations. He did so out of love, love for His Father who sent Him and
love for us poor sinners who need Him above all things.
There are so many bewildering questions and problems plaguing our world. I need not
rehearse them. You know them. And on top of all that, we face our own more local
and private struggles of body and soul. Rights and obligations must be honored and
kept. But in the end, love is the only enduring answer. Rest in God’s love. Abide in
the love of God that surpasses all human understanding and overcomes all trials and
temptations. Let me conclude with a portion from I John 4:
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Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has
been born of God and knows God. 8Anyone who does not love does not know
God, because God is love. 9In this the love of God was made manifest among us,
that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. 10In
this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be
the propitiation for our sins. 11Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love
one another…
16

So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us. God is
love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him. 17By this
is love perfected with us, so that we may have confidence for the day of judgment,
because as he is so also are we in this world. 18There is no fear in love, but perfect
love casts out fear… 19We love because he first loved us…. 21 And this
commandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother.
 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
Nineteenth Sunday after Trinity
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Text: Matthew 9:1–9
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Some people brought their paralyzed friend to Jesus. Mark’s gospel tells us that they
tore off the thatched roof and lowered their friend down into the house where Jesus
was teaching. It’s abundantly obvious what they want Jesus to do: heal their friend.
They’ve gone to extraordinary lengths to bring their paralyzed friend into Jesus’
presence. The crowd blocked them from entering through the door. So they literally
tore off the roof to get to Jesus. This man needs to be healed of his paralysis.
But Jesus doesn’t do the obvious thing. Vs. 2b records our Lord’s unexpected
response to the paralyzed man and the brave, determined actions of his friends: Jesus
said, “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.” What are we to make of our Lord’s
care for this man? Did Jesus do the right, necessary thing or things for this man? We
are all Christians here; men, women, and children who confess Jesus to be our Lord
and Savior, the God whom we adore and worship in body and soul. Because of these
commitments, we must answer the question, “Did Jesus do the right thing or things for
this paralyzed man?” with a resounding yes.
But I suspect we fall for a very natural temptation. That temptation is thinking the
physical needs of the person are really more important than his spiritual needs. That
his need for health, life, family, friends, food and home are more important and
supersede his need for a right relationship with God. Afterall, his friends brought the
man to Jesus to heal is physical infirmity.
I described placing one’s physical needs above spiritual needs as being a very natural
temptation. What I mean is that we see and experience our physical needs. The natural
sciences have largely quantified many, maybe even most of our physical needs. Each
individual is different and so there is room for some variety. Consider how much food
we human beings need. Generally about 2,000 calories per day that come from
various kinds or types of food: protein, carbohydrates, fat, sugar, and so forth. We
need water, about 8 glasses per day to stave off dehydration. Depending upon our age,
we need 6 to 10 hours of sleep every day. Prescribed medications and treatments are
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based, in large part, upon measurable, quantifiable criteria such as height, weight, age,
blood pressure, blood panels, numerous scans and x-rays, and so forth. All these are
good gifts of God.
For comparison, let’s consider our spiritual needs. They are much harder to quantify.
How many minutes should we pray every day to maintain a healthy life? The Lord’s
Prayer, the most comprehensive, perfect prayer, can be prayed in less than 30 seconds.
At a bare minimum, we ought to pray the Lord’s Prayer daily. The Lord Jesus did
used the word daily within the prayer itself, “Give us this day our daily bread…” In
days of old, Christians used to exalt the sweet hour of prayer, based upon our Lord’s
question to His sleeping disciples in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Could you not watch
one hour? Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is
willing, but the flesh is weak” (Mark 14:37b–38). Is 30 seconds of prayer enough,
especially since the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak? Or do we need one hour?
The composer of Psalm 119 writes that seven times a day I praise you for your
righteous rules (119:164). King David wrote, in Psalm 55:17, that he prayed three
times a day, evening, morning, and at noon. Daniel prayed three times a day regularly.
That’s what got him cast into the lions’ den (Daniel 6).
How much of the Scriptures must we know in order to have a rich, deep, meaningful
relationship with God? In the Old Testament, God commanded husbands and father to
teach God’s Word “diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in
your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you
rise” (Deut. 6:7). Later, in Deuteronomy 32:46–47, the Lord said, “Take to heart all
the words by which I am warning you today, that you may command them to your
children…For it is no empty word for you, but your very life…” Note that Moses says
two things here: all of God’s Word is to be learned and those words are your very life.
So, how much of the Bible should we know? How much teaching covers when you
rise, when you lie down, and when you walk by the way? On top of that, God’s Word
is “your very life.” How much of God’s Word do you need when it’s your very life?
In the New Testament, the Lord Jesus said those who abide in His word are truly His
disciples (John 8:31). And in John 14:15 Jesus said, “If you love me you will keep my
commandments.” Our love for Jesus is measured by our living in God’s Word and by
keeping Christ’s commands. How do you measure and quantify those things? The
Lord Jesus commanded us to observe His Supper often so that we can receive often
His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins. Since the days of the apostles, the
Church has offered weekly worship services of preaching, the reading of God’s Word,
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prayer, song and hymns, and the Lord’s Supper so that God’s people can abide in
Christ’s Word, talk about it to their children through the week, and demonstrate their
love for Jesus to one another and before the world. And the Church has offered public
prayer services through the week. Matins and Vespers, morning and evening prayer.
Even before the Bible was readily available through inexpensive printing – a privilege
we have had for only about 500 years, note: most Christians, roughly 1,500 years
worth of Christianity, have not had the Scriptures so easily available – the Church
developed her liturgies so that important segments of Scripture could be easily
memorized through music and repetition. The psalms were set to music and hymns
were written so that even the most illiterate person could learn God’s Word by heart.
Catechisms were written and memorized.
All such efforts were done because of the Biblical conviction that God’s Word is our
very life. Mankind must have a certain number of calories and servings of water and
medicine and sleep and so forth. But mankind must have God’s Word and the
Sacraments.
Now we’re back to our original question. Did Jesus do the right thing by taking care
of the paralyzed man’s need for forgiveness first, before He healed him physically? Of
course Jesus always did and does the right things for His beloved people. But we
Christians need to heed and understand what Jesus did for this man. Even though the
paralyzed man’s friends tore open the roof in order to secure his physical healing, the
Lord Jesus saw that he needed spiritual healing as well as (not instead of) physical
healing. Jesus provides for all of this man’s needs: physical and spiritual. And both
needs were provided by the grace of Christ’s powerful word.
In sermon from previous weeks, I have emphasized that we human beings are both
body and soul. Both natures must be cared for appropriately. Because sin has
corrupted our human nature, both body and soul, and because we live in a fallen
world, and because the devil continues to tempt us to sin and unbelief, our (i.e., I am
referring to humanity in general) dominate mindset is to think almost exclusively
about our physical needs. Insufficient attention is given to our spiritual needs. We
Christians must resist this general mindset through repentance and faith. That was part
of the reason why I went through all those Bible passages describing the need for
prayer and God’s Word. Prayer, learning and meditating on God’s Word, public
worship including preaching and the frequent reception of the Lord’s Supper, are not
nice options. They are absolutely essential. They are our life, as Moses and Jesus
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taught us. Without them, we die. Even as we die without sufficient food, water,
clothing, house, home, medical care, etc.
When Jesus forgives a paralyzed man first, before healing his physical paralysis, the
Lord Jesus is reminding us that man must also have, as a first priority, the wholesome,
life-giving Word of God. We must have the Gospel of Christ, the forgiveness of sin
and the renewal of life in the Spirit of Christ. I have said these kinds of things in
previous sermons. Today’s text gives further witness to who we are as men and
women with bodies and souls.
For the remaining few moments of this sermon, I want to add yet one new idea to this
topic. Yes. We must support our physical bodies. And we must care for our souls. We
must not pit them against each other. But the priority must be given to our spiritual
need. The Lord Jesus asked this question in the gospels, “What does it profit a man to
gain the whole world and forfeit his soul” (Mark 8:36)?
But here’s the new wrinkle to all this. Both our spiritual and physical needs are
provided by God’s Word. We Christians tend to think about God’s Word taking care
of our spiritual needs: forgiveness, the Holy Spirit, and so forth. But our physical
needs are also provided by God’s Word. The bread that you eat, the medicines you
take, the homes you live in, the clothes that cover you, the air you breathe, the
relationship you have, all of it is provided by God’s Word.
From the first chapters of Genesis, we know that God created the universe by the
power of His Word. God said, Let there be … and it happened. That creative word
continues to this very moment and will continue into eternity. The author of Hebrews
began his epistle with these words:
1

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the
prophets, 2but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he
appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. 3He 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…” (Heb. 1:1 – 3a).
God the Father created the world through His Son. And the Son upholds the universe
through His Word. As Jesus, the incarnate Son through the Father created the world
and by whose word the universe continues to exist, spoke the word of forgiveness to
the paralyzed man so He spoke the word providing for his physical healing. Dear
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people of God, you live by God’s Word, physically and spiritually. To separate our
lives into this area being my spiritual life lived by God’s Word, the Bible, and this
area is my physical life lived by man’s word is false. This is why the Bible describes
God’s people praying so frequently and giving such attention to learning and
mediating on God’s Word. Our entire life, all of our relationships, our hopes for
present and eternal joy, fellowship with God and man, all of them and everything is
dependent upon God and His Word of power and grace.
The Lord Jesus has authority both to forgive our sins and provide for every spiritual
need. And He has the power to provide for our physical existence. We were created
by Him and for Him. His Word is life, and joy, peace, forgiveness, love, and victory.
Praise be to 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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The Christian Church is described in a number of ways in the Bible. For instance, the
Church is the household of faith in Galatians 6:10 but then Ephesians 2:19 says the
Church is the household of God. The Lord Jesus says the Church, the kingdom of
God, here on earth is like a pearl of great price – truly valuable. Jesus also says it’s
like leaven – yeast; once it’s put into the dough it permeates and changes everything
for the better. Well, we could go on. In today’s gospel reading, we see that the Church
is compared to a royal wedding feast. “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a
king who gave a wedding feast for his son, and sent his servants to call those who
were invited to the feast…” (vs. 2–3). God the Father is the king who prepares a
wedding feast for His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, and His beloved bride, the holy
Christian Church made up of believers from all human history. This is the marriage
feast of all marriage feasts. It’s royal, divinely royal.
Can’t you just imagine all the splendor and glory of such an occasion? No expense is
spared. The food and drink are the finest. The music the most glorious. The décor the
most lavish. The guest list the most extensive. Dear saints, let your imagination enjoy
the splendor. For this is God’s kingdom of grace and mercy established through the
gospel of His beloved Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. This gospel of the death and
resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ for the salvation of sinners like you and me is the
joy of heaven and earth. The apostle Peter writes (1:12) that even the angels in heaven
long to look into this good news of the Son’s marriage to the Church. Jesus Himself
said (Lk 15) there is joy in heaven when one sinner repents and joins the wedding
feast as a member of the Church, His beloved Bride.
“This royal wedding is Christ’s gracious (kingdom), where there is sumptuous food
and drink, comforting proclamation, genuine joy, and everlasting bliss; where the poor
sinner finds redemption from death, where the sorrowful are comforted, and there are
glad tidings, singing, praising, and giving of thanks” (Luther, p. 108). Listen to this
tapestry of Biblical references that describe our Lord’s gospel, the saving gospel
whereby we are made children of God and participants in Christ’s wedding feast.
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This gospel is the power of God unto salvation (Rom. 1:8), the glory of Christ (II Cor.
4:4); Paul expands that phrase in I Timothy 1:11 to the gospel is the glory of the
blessed God. This message of joy is called the gospel of salvation (Eph. 1:3), the
gospel of peace (Eph. 6:15), the word of truth (Col. 1:5), the gospel of God and of
Christ in I Thess. 2:9 & I Thess. 3:2. Finally, the apostle John describes this salvation
as the eternal gospel in Revelation 14:6. In other words, the Bible spares now words
to describe what is given to us each and every Sunday! In actuality, every moment of
our lives. The Gospel is God’s power, His glory, His peace, His truth, His eternal
revelation of His love for this world, for you and me. This is why we rejoice in the
Lord always according to the grace of the Spirit, according to Philippians 4:4.
The Father’s invitation to the wedding feast goes forth from Christ’s Church day after
day, year after year. The servants are sent out to call those invited to the wedding
feast. Vs. 3 gives a warning, however, “but they would not come.” The invitation was
ignored. Oh, the reasons were good and reasonable. According to vs. 5, some went to
work on the farm. Work there never really stops. Others asked to be excused to take
care of other forms of business. Other simply grew tired of the invitations altogether
and had the messengers shamefully treated and killed (vs. 6). To be sure, Jesus is
describing the sad history of OT Israel. By and large, God’s people rejected the
invitations more often than not.
But this parable isn’t simply about the past. It applies today too. Incredibly, many still
say no to God’s invitation to come to His Son’s wedding feast. The excuses are pretty
much the same. Too busy, there’s not enough time. So many, many, priorities need
attention. Isn’t an all-around “busyness” a common malady afflicting us all?! New
anxieties have been added these past few years. The result…please have me excused
from the feast that is offered week after week in Christ’s churches. Maybe in the years
to come, when life is slower, then I’ll be able to feast with Jesus at His wedding table.
But the excuses ring hollow compared to magnitude of the feast offered. Some
become hostile in their rejection.
The king responds to the rejection with anger. According to vs. 7, the troops are sent
in, the murderers are destroyed, and the city is burned. For Jesus’ original audience –
the scribes and elders of Israel – this parable is both a historical commentary on
Israel’s past and a prophetic warning of things to come. In 70 AD, Jerusalem was
destroyed. After a bitter, agonizing siege that left Jews starving to death, Roman
soldiers eventually entered Jerusalem and destroyed the Temple and everyone in it.
The Jewish leaders never came to the wedding feast of salvation offered by Jesus.
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It’s here that we 21st century Christians need to pay all the more attention. The
rejection of the Father’s invitation to the wedding feast results in God’s wrath.
Despising God’s Word is a damnable sin even if it appears to go unpunished for a
while. Too easily we allow the things of this world, the cares of this life, and the
desires for earthly comforts to distracts us from the true and eternal joy that God the
Father wants to give to us. The reasons given for not receiving the gospel in preached
words and sacraments sound so reasonable. Life is busy; demands must be met; bills
must be paid; people must be tended to. Yes. All of that is true and your Father in
heaven knows you need these things. But our Father also knows you need the eternal
things. And He desires to give them to you in abundance generously seasoned with
joy and thanksgiving. Saints of God, heed the call to come to the wedding feast. The
New Testament provides many, many warnings about neglecting God’s Word and the
public worship of the Church which results in people who claim the name Christian
but who are living without any true fruits of faith.
In the today’s parable, servants were sent out even after the king destroyed the city of
the murderers (vs. 7). This time they are sent out into every nock and cranny. Bring
them all in to my Son’s wedding feast for the joy of my Son’s wedding will be shared
with everyone. This is the description of the Church’s ministry since the death,
resurrection, and ascension of the Lord Jesus to the Father’s right hand. This is our
time to call people into the wedding celebration, to bring our kids and grandkids to the
Sunday divine service, to tell our friends, neighbors, and strangers about Jesus.
Remember, the Church and life in Christ is described as a wedding feast, not a quick
fast-food meal hastily prepared and consumed as we quickly move on to the next task
at hand. The Christian faith is life. We are a resurrection people. Our God raises the
dead. Forgives sinners. Heals broken hearts. Changes sinful lives and gives joy
unspeakable and filled with divine glory!!
But the parable contains a second warning. For the king came to the filled wedding
hall and found a man “who had no wedding garment” (vs. 11). You see, not only does
God the Father provide the richest food, He provides the best clothing too. But a man
refused the Father’s gift. Even in Christ’s Church, there can be rebellion and stubborn
pride which refuses to receive the gifts of the Father. The audacity of this man. To go
to the feast in common, everyday work clothes rather than the wedding garments
provided. Pure and simple, this verse describes a willful, arrogant rejection of the
cleansing blood of Jesus. Do we really think we can come into God’s holy and pure
presence clothed in our own righteousness? Our own good works? Isaiah described
64:6 says our righteous deeds are like filthy, polluted rags. None of that will do. The
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Lord Jesus Himself clothes us with His own righteousness. God the Father provided
the wedding garments we need on Good Friday and Easter. They were tailored made
for us when God’s name was splashed upon us in baptism. The Holy Spirit is the
tailor. He ensures that our wedding robe fits perfectly. It’s the greatest, most valuable
gift we possess. And it last for eternity.
According to vs. 13, the one who refused the Father’s wedding garment is bound hand
and foot and cast into outer darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of
teeth. Beware, dear saints of God. Cast not aside the gifts the Father desires to give.
Let us bestir ourselves, obey, and follow our beloved Lord who calls to us so tenderly
and lovingly. He wishes to invite us to this joyous wedding feast. Therefore, let us
come to the wedding and not despise the invitation. Then let us also apply ourselves,
that each one performs what is his duty to do. If we do that, we shall be of good cheer.
If we suffer for faithfulness to God’s Word and name, it’s all to the good. Our Lord’s
joyous invitation compels us all the more to hear and learn God’s Word gladly, to feed
our souls daily at this divine banquet, so that we do not disdain the Lord’s invitation.
Let us be careful not to fall into the devil’s den of ingratitude. May our dear Lord
grant us His Holy Spirit that we may learn to cling tightly and joyously to these
things, truly believe, lead a Christian life, and ever be found wearing the proper
wedding garment (paraphrase of Luther, p. 116).
 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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Admittedly, the Old Testament reading from Genesis 1 and 2 is much longer than
we’re used to in our worship services, possibly three times longer than normal. But
it’s good to hear regularly how all things came into existence. This is the world the
Lord God created for us to live in and enjoy. The Biblical creation account is not
mythology, nor is it science, at least, not in the way we moderns tend to think about
“science.”
The creation account from Genesis 1 and 2 is the truth, as true as the incarnation,
death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ for the redemption of this created
world. It reveals the means by which the universe came into existence. God the Holy
Trinity created the world from nothing, that is, there wasn’t some preexisting stuff
God used to make the world; and He created all things by the power and wisdom of
His Word. And God said, “Let there be ….” And what He said came into existence
immediately and perfectly.
The New Testament gives even further clarity and insight into God’s creative work by
declaring that God the Father made all things through His Son (John 1) as the Holy
Spirit superintended or hovered over the Father’s creative work (Gen. 1). God the
Father spoke the world into existence by speaking through His Son, the Word of God
who was with God in the beginning. John’s gospel says that the Word, through whom
the Father made the world, became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14). This is why
I said at the beginning of this sermon that the creation account is as true as the life and
ministry of the Lord Jesus. To deny Genesis 1 and 2 would necessarily mean denying
the Lord Jesus.
The New Testament regularly connects the creative work of the Son with His
redemptive work. Consider Colossians 1:13–17:
13

He (God the Father) has delivered us from the domain of darkness and
transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, 14 in whom we have redemption,
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the forgiveness of sins. 15He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all
creation. 16For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were
created through him and for him. 17And he is before all things, and in him all
things hold together.
Redemption from sin, death, and eternal judgment is established upon the forgiveness
of sins won for the world by the death and resurrection of God’s incarnate Son, the
Lord Jesus. We Christians are used to thinking about Jesus in this way. And thanks be
to God!
But did you notice the seamless transition from the Son being the source of
redemption to being the source or agency of creation? For by Him, the Son, all things
were created. In addition (secondly), the purpose and goal of all creation is the Son.
All things were created through him and for him. Finally (thirdly), the Son provides
the cohesive integrity of the universe. In Him all things hold together. Christ our Lord
is the agency of creation, the goal for which creation was made, and the integrity of
creation. And through this same Lord, we have redemption from the domain of sin
and darkness, the forgives of sins and life eternal. The creation of Genesis 1 and 2 is
as true as the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. When
we consider the life and deeds of Jesus recorded in the gospels, we ought to think that
these are the deeds of our mighty God. In cooperation with the unbegotten Father, the
eternally begotten Son created the universe by the grace and wisdom of the Holy
Spirit, the Lord and giver of life.
It is this creative work completely by our gracious and loving God that we must keep
in mind when reading about the life and ministry of Jesus in the gospels. Today’s
gospel text from John 4 fits hand in glove with the Old Testament reading from
Genesis 1 and 2. The key verse in the gospel text is found in vs. 50, “Jesus said to
him, ‘Go; your son will live.’ The man believed the word that Jesus spoke to him and
went on his way.” As we set out the particulars of this miracle, we must note here that
Jesus speaks with the creative power and healing virtue of God the creator come to
redeem His people and His world. As the Father spoke through His Son to bring the
world into existence at the very beginning of creation so now the incarnate Son speaks
to His creation His word of redemption.
In vs. 46, we learn that Jesus has returned back to Cana after observing the Passover
celebration in Jerusalem. Cana is where Jesus performed His first miracle of changing
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water into wine. Through that miracle, our Lord’s disciples saw His glory and
believed in Him. In the meantime, Jesus was teaching Nicodemus in John 3 and
ministering His word of judgment and grace to the Samaritan woman at the well in
John 4. Then Jesus returns to Cana of Galilee. Upon His return, a government official
from Capernaum traveled the 15 or so miles to Cana in order to ask Jesus to come and
heal his sick son (vs. 46). What’s remarkable about this request is that Jesus hasn’t
performed any other miracles except for changing water into wine. Otherwise, Jesus
has been teaching and preaching. But this governmental official believes Jesus has the
authority and power to heal his son. Based upon what he heard Jesus preach, the
official believed Jesus could heal. The preached word gave substance and birth to
faith in Jesus as the Savior.
This official has a sick son. In faith, mingled with fatherly anxiety, He goes to Jesus
believing He can heal his son. Come to Capernaum and heal my son! Travel the 15
miles and save my boy! This is remarkable faith born from Jesus’ preaching and
teaching. Again, Jesus hasn’t healed a single person from any disease or affliction and
yet the man believes!
Though this father has saving faith in Jesus, he does need correction. Vs. 48, “So
Jesus said to him (the official/father), ‘Unless you see sigs and wonders you will not
believe’” (vs. 48). You think I can only heal if I actually go to Capernaum, travel the
15 miles, touch the boys, and so forth. There you are mistaken. You don’t have to see
Me work the miracle. The father doesn’t understand completely. Who can blame
him!? He’s desperate. So the father responds, “Sir, come down before my child dies”
(vs. 49). But Jesus refuses to go to Capernaum.
Now we come to the heart of the matter. Vs. 50, “Jesus said to him, ‘Go; your son will
live.’” Right there is where we need to focus our attention. Who is speaking here?
God. The same God who is the agent of creation, the goal of creation, and the
integrity of creation. Everything that we considered at the beginning of this sermon
about Genesis 1 and 2 must now be brought to bear upon John 4:50. God the Father
almighty is speaking through His incarnate Son who was conceived by the Holy Spirit
and born of the Virgin Mary. The Father says through Jesus by the grace of the Spirit,
“Go; your son will live.” This is the creative voice of God working redemption and
salvation for this father and his sick son. The God who created this boy also brings to
him salvation and redemption.
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The rest of vs. 50 reveals the heart and substance of our Christian faith, “The man
believed the word that Jesus spoke to him and went on his way.” At its core,
Christianity believes what God says and lives according to it. We Christians don’t
need signs and miracles. We have God’s Word. There we place our confidence. Later,
when the father returned to Capernaum, he learned that his son was healed at the hour
when Jesus spoke (vs. 53). His faith in Jesus and His word were not misplaced. This is
the second sign Jesus did in Galilee.
What makes us Christians so different from non-Christians is not our holy lives, our
good deeds, or our brilliant works of theology. Instead, it’s our confidence in the
words, life, and deeds of the Lord Jesus Christ as revealed in Holy Scripture. We
believe that God created the world from nothing by speaking it into existence. He
alone gives it coherence, integrity, and meaning. That same God entered into time and
space for the purpose of saving His beautiful creation from the wrecks of sin, misery,
and death. God’s Son became man for us and for our salvation. He says that He sheds
His blood through a sacrificial death on a cross for our forgiveness. He says that He
rose from the dead three days later not only to destroy the power of death but to give
us and all believers in Him eternal life. We Christians believes that Jesus and His
revelation of the Father and the Holy Spirit gives meaning, purpose, and beautiful to
everything: to the existence of the universe, to our being created male and female, to
our marriages and families, to our country, to our joys and our failures, to our death,
to our hope of the resurrection and the life to come, literally to everything. That’s
what makes us different. The trends of human wisdom and power wax and wane and
change over time. They are unstable and uncertain. But the Word of the Lord endures
forever. Christ Jesus is the same yesterday, today, and forever. Our strength, our
certainty, our joy, and our victory rest upon Christ and His Word. Vs. 50 describes us:
We Christians believe the word that Jesus speaks to us and we go on our way.
 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 31, 2021
Text: Revelation 14:6–7
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The context surrounding the first reading from Revelation 14 is the Church
surrounded by conflict. Revelation 13 describes a hideous beast arising from the sea
who has authority to wage war against the saints and to conquer them (vs. 7). This
beast represents all political authority which purposefully stands against Christ and
His Church. The early Christians reading and hearing the message of John’s
Revelation would immediately associate this beast with the Roman Caesars. By this
time in history, they were starting to persecute the Christian Church. And in some
parts of the Roman Empire, they were starting to declare themselves to be divine.
Nero did both.
And yet Revelation 13 goes on to describe a second beast. The first arose from the sea
but this second beast arose from the earth. He performs signs and wonders, calling
down fire from heaven. And he deceives people into worshiping the first beast. The
second beast represents all false prophets and teachers who seek to destroy the Church
from the inside. They lead God’s people away from the true worship of Christ by
polluting and corrupting the gospel of the free forgiveness of sins and new life
received by grace through faith in Jesus. The apostle Paul had to contend with false
teachers; the NT epistle give some insight into those struggles. Earlier in the book of
Revelation, the apostle John warned against the corrupting doctrines of the
Nicolaitans as well as a false prophetess he called Jezebel; she was leading Christians
back into the worship of idols in the name of Jesus! Taken together, the two beasts of
Revelation 13 hold authority over all the earth, land and sea.
The focus shifts in Revelation 14 to the Church in all of her glorious purity and
beauty. She is described as the 144,000 who have God the Father’s name written on
their foreheads. They are the baptized, the redeemed of the earth (vs. 3). Vs. 4–5
declare, “It is these who have not defiled themselves with women, for they are virgins.
It is these who follow the Lamb wherever he goes. These have been redeemed from
mankind as firstfruits for God and the Lamb, and in their mouth no lie was found, for
they are blameless.” The virginal purity used here to describe the Church refers to
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their refuse to commit fornication with the two beasts described in Revelation 13. For
the powers arrayed against the Church constantly seek to turn our love and devotion
away from the Lord Jesus Christ and onto the false doctrines and ideologies of man,
of political powers, of false religions, and corrupting vanities. We ought not be
surprised by the various afflictions and struggles that Christians and the Christian
Church face. God’s Word has already prepared us. And we shall prevail through
Christ.
With this context in mind, we hear in Revelation 14:6 the glorious revelation of the
angelic proclamation of “an eternal gospel” given “to those who dwell on earth, to
every nation and tribe and language and people.” Though the powers of hell and earth
stand against God and His kingdom, the eternal Gospel goes forth unstoppably into
the world. The gates of hell shall not prevail against the Church of the Lord Jesus. The
144,000, the number used in Revelation to describe the perfection of the Church born
of men, women, and children from all nations, languages, tribes, and culture, hear the
eternal Gospel and believe unto salvation, in spite of the two beasts and their demonic
deceptions. Jews and Gentiles from all times and places come together confessing
“one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and
through all and in all” (Eph. 4:4–6).
The Gospel is the message of God’s eternal love most clearly and beautifully revealed
in the life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. It’s eternal, forever
established even before the creation of the world. Revelation 13:8 declares that Jesus
is the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world. God’s redemptive love seen in
Jesus is not something God came up with as some kind of reaction to man’s sin.
God’s love is always eternal. As the psalmists repeatedly sing, “the steadfast love of
the Lord endures forever.”
For this message is the proclamation that the God “who is love” loves the world
regardless of her sins and failures. God loves to such perfection that the Father
willingly gives His Son, His only begotten and beloved Son, to be the world’s Savior;
the Father knew the heavy price His Son would pay and He gives in love nonetheless.
The Son loves this world with such devotion that He joyfully became man in order to
suffer, die, and rise again from the dead to redeem mankind from sin, misery, and
eternal judgment. The Holy Spirit loves with unswerving faithfulness that He became
the power and agency by which the Son became man; and the Holy Spirit brings the
merits and saving grace of Jesus to the people of the world so that they believe in
Jesus. God the Holy Trinity is love. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit loving each other in
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Trinitarian perfection and God loving the world. The eternal gospel is the message
that God is love. And His love is most clearly seen and experienced through the life,
passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
What is celebrated here this Sunday morning and every Sunday morning is never
bound by our time, place, and history. The Gospel of Jesus is the eternal, universal
message that God the Holy Trinity loves in perfection, without shadow of turning.
The gospel is the power of God unto salvation for all who believe. Adam and Eve
believed the same Gospel that we do. As did Abraham and Sarah, Moses, Ruth,
Samuel, David, Hezekiah, and all the faithful kings of old; Elijah and Elisha and all
the prophets, the faithful remnant of Israel that was constantly harassed by pagan
unbelievers as well as apostatizing Jews. John the Baptist and the apostles of our Lord
and the early Christians believed the same eternal gospel that we believe today.
This Gospel is passed down from generation to generation. Children are baptized and
receive the love of God in Christ. They grow, marry, have children whom they too
baptize and nurture in God’s love. And so the eternal Gospel permeates throughout
human history and myriads and myriads of lives. King David wrote in Psalm 62:5,
God “has given me the heritage of those who fear your name.” We 21st century
Christians have received that godly heritage from our forefathers and foremothers.
From the likes of CFW Walther, Rosa Parks, Wilhelm Lohe, Chemnitz, Luther,
Anselm, Augustine, Monica his mother, Perpetua and Felicitas, early Christian
women martyred for the faith of Jesus, Irenaeus, Polycarp, and the entire cloud of
witnesses described in Hebrews 12. Our hymns and liturgies, our art and literature, the
prayers and the pious disciplines of the Church, our entire life of worship and
devotion are part and parcel of this godly heritage. The myriads and myriads of saints,
past and present, have all participated in the angelic proclamation of God’s eternal
gospel. Members of our church come and go as the circumstances of life direct; we
live and we die. Regardless of all that, we remain united together in Christ Jesus
through His eternal Gospel. The Gospel we celebrate here is not bound by time, place,
and history. Instead, the Gospel defines and gives purpose to our time, place, and
history.
You, dear saints of God, you are the redeemed of the earth, made holy and blameless
by the precious, eternal Gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. Through faith in Jesus, your
sins are forgiven, you stand justified in the Father’s sight, and you are living temples
of the Holy Spirit. The heritage of those who fear the name of the Lord remains intact
and complete for this assembly is filled with blood-bought, holy Christians.
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Yes, there is conflict in your lives. The evil forces of the two beasts described in
Revelation 13 remain active and will be so unto the time. External pressures from the
world seek to destroy and silence the Christian faith. Internal enemies, false teachers
seek to corrupt the eternal gospel by turning our hearts to false belief and to an impure
religion of self-chosen works void of the cleansing blood of Jesus. Both beasts seek to
destroy true faith and replace it with false hope and godless living. Stand firm in the
eternal gospel, dear saints of God. The angelic message of the eternal gospel
continued into vs. 7, “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment
has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of
water.” The Lord Jesus has told that He is coming soon. The hour of judgment is upon
us. This is good news of us Christians. The devil, the powers of this world, and the
corruptions of our sinful flesh cannot and will not take our attention away from Jesus
and His eternal Gospel. Though the earth give way, we Christians stand in prayer and
faith. The Word of the Lord endures forever.
You are the beloved of the Lord, the recipients of the godly heritage of those who fear
the name of the Lord. You are the Church, the redeemed of all the earth. God’s love
and grace 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
All Saints’ Sunday
November 7, 2021
Text: Revelation 7:9–17
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The heavenly elder asked the apostle John a question, “Who are these, clothed in
white robes, and from where have they come?” (Rev. 7:13). Actually, it’s two
questions. Who is this large multitude clothed in white robes? And from where did
they come? The apostle John, the same author of the Gospel of John and the three
epistles bearing his name, was overwhelmed with the heavenly vision of this great
multitude surrounding God’s heavenly throne. He’s somewhat dumbstruck. The only
answer he’s able to manage is “Sir, you know” (vs. 14). So the heavenly elder tells
him who they are, “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. They have
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Who are they?
They are believers, washed in the holy, precious blood of Jesus. From where have
they come? The great tribulation.
Dear people of God, this is a vision and description of the one holy Christian and
apostolic Church. According to vs. 9, this blood bought Church is beyond counting in
size as it is made up of believers from “every nation, from all tribes and people and
languages.” John’s vision is that of the entire Church from all times and all places.
From Adam and Eve to the end of time. She is glorious in triumph and beautiful in
majesty. For she is covered with the complete and perfect righteousness of the Lord
Jesus Christ. You, dear saints of the living God, are members of this glorious Church.
Even now, through faith in Jesus, you are robed in the righteousness of Jesus. His
deep, red blood does not stain but makes white! Quite the visual paradox from our
normal human experience. No bride would want her white dressed stained with blood.
But Jesus’ blood works differently. It makes the recipient pure and virtuous. His
Bride, the Church, of which we are all members by faith and the in-dwelling of the
Holy Spirit, is clothed in bridal garments made gloriously white by the blood of Christ
Jesus. Sin is what stains and makes ugly. Jesus’ blood gives beauty and majesty.
Considering things from our day-to-day life on this side of eternity, such a description
of Christ’s Church is anything but obvious. The Church seems torn apart by doctrinal
division and infighting. Her influence over life and society is always a mixture of
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good and bad. The strong and powerful of this world either despise the Church
outright or seek to manipulate her in order to achieve other questionable ends. She
appears weak, small, and insignificant. Hardly the innumerable multitude that creates
overwhelming awe, as John was experiencing in his vision.
But then again, the heavenly elder said the Church is made up of those “coming out of
the great tribulation.” Tribulation is the key word describing the Church on this side
of eternity. The bulk of John’s Revelation, from chapters 6 through 17, describes her
incessant and continual tribulation. Since the dawn of time after Adam and Eve’s
original sin, the Church has been afflicted, defeated, and distressed. To be sure, there
were periods of relative peace and quiet, when the Church and her members possessed
influence and material prosperity. Relatively speaking, the Christian Church in
America has had peace, at least, external peace. That may be changing here and in
many other places around the world. But the Church’s tribulation was always there.
J.R.R. Tolkien, the 20th century author famous for writing The Hobbit and The Lord
of the Rings trilogy, once described human history as the long defeat, though it has
glimpses of the ultimate victory. The purpose of the book of Revelation was to
provide Christians with a truthful, accurate understanding of history and life in this
world. The exalted Lord Jesus appeared to John to describe the Church’s life of
struggle on this side of eternity while also giving her glimpses into her ultimate
victory and glory.
This vision wasn’t given to the apostle John during a time of ease and comfort. John
was in exile on the rocky, desolate island of Patmos, just off the western shores of
modern-day Turkey. The apostle John was the last of the apostles, all of whom had
died a martyr’s death. John was suffering his own form of martyrdom for the sake of
Jesus and the Gospel. This is how he described his exile in Revelation 1:9, “I, John,
your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance
that are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and
the testimony of Jesus.”
Note two things here. First, John writes this letter to Christians whom he describes as
being partners in the tribulation, the kingdom, and the patient endurance that are in
Jesus. All Christians share in these three things that come from being a follower of
Jesus: tribulation, God’s kingdom, and endurance. The second thing we should note
from John’s description is that his tribulation, his participation in God’s kingdom, and
his patient tribulation are the result of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. It
ought not surprise us that we Christians face trials and tribulations. At the same time,
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however, we ought to be encouraged and strengthened by the promises of God’s Word
that we Christians will come out of the great tribulation clothed in glorious triumph.
The apostle John saw a glimpse of the hidden truth underlying the Church embroiled
in tribulation. She is larger than most think consisting of people from every nation,
from all tribes, peoples, and languages. She worships a risen and exalted Lord who
cleanses her from all evil with His own, divine blood. Her song is recorded in
Revelation 7:10, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the
Lamb!” The Church’s divine worship prompts the heavenly hosts to respond in
splendid praise. Vs. 11:
And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the
four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped
God, waying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor
and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.”
This is extraordinary, dear saints of God. The Church’s worship, our worship that is
taking place here today, so encourages and brings such joy to the heavenly hosts that
they can’t help but join in. Stop and consider for a few brief moments that this service
of worship centered around the word of God and the testimony of Jesus holds the
heavenly hosts captive in rapturous praise. From our perspective, everything seems so
- well, normal, maybe even a bit humdrum. We’ve sung these hymns before using
quite familiar melodies. We use this order of service almost every week. Taken
together, you’ve heard thousands of sermons that say very similar things. Same
prayers. Same pastor for a good while now. Mostly the same congregational members.
At times, we might think things are a bit stale.
But nothing could be further from the truth, from heaven’s perspective. The blessing,
glory, wisdom, thanksgiving, honor, power, and might declared in rapturous praise by
the heavenly hosts is a seven-fold hymn of triumph celebrating the God who redeems
a glorious Church from the midst of the tribulation and patience of this world. What
captivates heaven’s attention is that we have the word of God – the holy Scriptures,
the Sacraments, sermons, and we have the testimony of Jesus – hymns, creeds,
confessions, the opportunity to witness to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus in
the face of scorn and tribulation. The heavenly host marvel at what has been given to
us. The blessed and glorious Church of the Jesus is anything but weak and defeated.
This is the truth of how things really are! Even as share in the tribulation and patient
endurance required for life on this side of eternity, we also, at the same time,
participate in God’s kingdom with the angels, archangels, and all the host of heaven.
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Dear saints of God, living a Christian life in this world is difficult. Confessing the
truth in all areas of life, not just the worship hour on Sunday mornings, can bring
ridicule and suffering. Standing for basic truths like:
 God created the universe in the beginning by the power of His word,
 that humanity was created in God’s likeness as male and female,
 there is truth and goodness to be pursued while error and evil are to be shunned,
 that moral chastity – both actual and imaginative, is good and healthy for all
people of all ages,
 that marriage can only be the life-long union of one man and one woman,
 that children are gifts of God to be cherished and prayerfully sought after,
 that people are more than conglomerations of matter but are spiritual creatures,
 that the authority of fathers and mothers is the basis upon which all good
societies are built, and parents have primary responsibility for their children,
 that legitimate authority, political and society, are gifts of God but they are never
ultimate authorities; only God can claim and demand ultimate allegiance,
 that honesty, truth, virtue, and hard work are gifts to human flourishing, not
hindrances,
 that confessing faith in Jesus and living according to His word in all of life is not
an option but a necessity to which our conscience is bound…
Living in such a way will bring tribulation in this life. For we seek to be captive by
the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. Do not be discouraged or surprised when
you face tribulation or when patient endurance is the order of the day. When facing
those days, turn to God’s Word and the fellowship of Christ Church. We need one
another, brothers and sisters. Help, support, and defend one another with Christ’s
love. John’s Revelation was given so that you can know rightly who you are and how
to understand rightly this long defeat called human history. We get to see glimpses of
our victory. We are part of the triumphant white robed multitude gathered around
God’s holy throne. The blood of Jesus has cleansed us and made us majestic and
strong. You are saints of God. Be encouraged and joyous as you live according to
God’s Word and give testimony to the Lord Jesus Christ and the triumph of His
Church.
 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-fourth Sunday after Trinity
November 14, 2021
Text: Matthew 9:18–26
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

We confess that Jesus is the Savior of all people. Red, yellow, black and white they
are precious in His sight goes the Sunday School song. But when it comes to real flesh
and blood people who are different from us, things become harder. Different cultures
with unusual foods, music, customs, different histories, different socioeconomic
status, different hopes and dreams. But in the end, we all need the same thing which
can only be given by the same Person: the forgiveness of sins leading to eternal life
promised by the Lord Jesus Christ.
Today’s gospel reading from Matthew 9 provides a stark contrast between two people
from two different ends of society. One is the 12-year-old daughter of a prominent,
wealthy religious leader. The other is a mature woman with an incurable disease that
has robbed her of her wealth, her standing in society, and her hope. Both need Jesus
even though they come to Him from different worlds. Our Lord’s ministry to these
two people is also recorded in Mark’s (5:22-43) and Luke’s gospel (8:41-56). They
provide additional details that will be considered this morning.
The first person in need is the unnamed daughter of Jairus; he’s one of the rulers of
the synagogue (vs. 18). Such a position afforded him a measure of wealth and an even
greater measure of dignity within the Jewish community of his day. But his
socioeconomic status could not protect his daughter. None of the gospels tell us what
her affliction was. But Matthew goes straight to the heart of the matter without any
intervening details. Jairus comes to Jesus pleading, “My daughter has just died, but
come and lay your hand on her, and she will live’ (vs. 18).
His daughter’s mortal illness and death cause this man of great dignity to throw all
caution aside and seek the help of Jesus, the controversial teacher and miracle-worker
from Galilee. He kneels before Jesus in humble, desperate supplication. Lord, save my
daughter! I don’t care what everyone thinks about you, Jesus. Nor do I care what they
will think of me coming to you. Jesus, you are my only hope. Bring my daughter back
from death.
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Have you ever considered that Jairus is asking Jesus to do the impossible? Give life
back to the dead. It’s one thing to heal lepers, cool fevered brows, heal a paralyzed
man, or even calm a raging storm by speaking to the wind and waves. All these things
Jesus did and are recorded in Matthew 8. But raise the dead back to life! That’s new.
The Old Testament recorded Elijah (I Kings 17) and Elisha (II Kings 4) bringing
people back from the dead. Such a miracle is not unheard of but it’s obviously an
incredibly rare event.
It is often the case that our desperate situations drive us to Jesus. The psalmist, in
Psalm 119:67, wrote, “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I keep your
word.” The very thing we would rather avoid, sometimes at all cost, is what God the
Father uses to fulfill His good and gracious will of bringing about repentance and
deeper faith and love for God. Our desperation, our neediness, never turns Jesus away.
That is deep and wonderful comfort for us. Jesus never turns aside. And so, He agrees
to go with Jairus because He is the Savior of the wealthy, respected, and influential
segments of human society.
We expect Jesus to go to Jairus’ house and save her from the ravages of an untimely
death. It’s the perfect setup. But things become complicated. Mark’s gospel tells us
that a large crowd was following Jesus and thronging about Him (5:24). You have to
wonder if Jairus is wishing the crowds would go away so that Jesus can get to his
house more quickly. Don’t forget about Jairus and his death daughter.
In vs. 20, the second woman is introduced. “And behold, a woman who had suffered
from a discharge of blood for twelve years came up behind him and touched the fringe
of his garment.” According to Mark’s gospel, this woman had gone to many doctors
and spent all her money on medical care. But it was futile. Her condition grew worse
(5:25–26). And there was another kind of affliction her illness created. According to
Numbers 5:2, this woman was unclean and required to live outside of normal Jewish
society. Her persistent menstrual bleeding separated her from family and friends. Her
quarantine had endured for 12 long, long years.
This explains why she approached Jesus in a completely different manner than Jairus.
He came in dignity and desperation, kneeling before Jesus in front of the entire crowd.
She came in fearful humility and desperation, sneaking up behind Jesus unawares.
Jairus had the praise of society; this woman had society’s pity and scorn. But both
came to Jesus. We must not miss that very significant point. Both came to Jesus in
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different ways, from different worlds. Jesus received them both. The psalmist wrote,
A broken and contrite heart, O Lord, you will not despise (Ps. 51:17).
This bleeding woman knew she wasn’t supposed to be in the crowd and she certainly
wasn’t supposed to touch Jesus’ or any other man’s clothing. That was scandalously
outrageous. From behind, she touches Jesus’ outer garment thinking, “If I only touch
his garment, I will be made well” (vs. 22). And sure enough, she is healed! This is the
only time a miracle happens this way in Jesus’ ministry. Normally, Jesus touches the
person needing to be healed. Or He speaks the word of healing. But here, the woman
reaches out and touches Jesus. And by virtue of that touch, she is healed. The Lord
knows it too. Mark 5:30 includes this wonderful description of what took place, “And
Jesus, perceiving in himself that power had gone out from him, immediately turned
about in the crowd and said, ‘Who touched my garments.’”
Maybe we need to stop thinking that we can predict or limit the ways in which Jesus
can go about doing His loving work. To be sure, the Lord Himself has promised to
create and sustain saving faith through His Word and Sacraments. We must cling to
them as our greatest treasure for they give us Jesus and all His gifts, even as He
promised. But our Lord can use His gifts in ways that far out-stretch our preconceived
notions and ideas. The apostle Paul paused in the midst of his letter to the Ephesian
Christians to remind them of the Father’s ability to do His will in unfathomable ways.
Ephesians 3:20–21, “Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that
we ask or think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the
church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” We
Lutherans reject the heretical abuses of the “name it and claim it” theology taught by
the prosperity preachers of the past several decades. But we believe that when we
pray, “Thy will be done” in the Lord’s Prayer, the Father hears and answers our
prayer. At times, however, He accomplishes is will in ways far beyond what we asked
or thought. Praise be to God!
The bleeding woman, now healed, was afraid because her secretive actions are now
the center of attention. But Jesus says, “Take heart, daughter; your faith has made you
well” (vs. 22). Jesus did for her what all the money in the world could do. For not
only was she delivered from her physical affliction, her sins were forgiven too. She is
a believer, a Christian and an heir of eternal life.
Jesus is the savior of the despised and scorned of society. The walking wounded of
our world are loved and accepted by Jesus. We poor, broken sinners come to Jesus in
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repentance and faith, trusting that He will not reject and despise us. Jesus takes us in
His loving arms, calls us by name, forgives our sins, and gives us His Holy Spirit.
That is the gospel work of our Lord Jesus regardless of our standing in this world.
But haven’t we forgotten about Jairus and his dead daughter. Can you imagine the
frustration he must have been feeling? Jesus is his last hope. The crowd was bad
enough. Now this woman showed up, stopping Jesus altogether. Regardless of all the
distractions of this life or even the apparent inattention of God, we must hold firmly
and confidently that Jesus is our Savior. He came to save us from sin and all its evil
consequence, including suffering and death.
We Christians are a most curious people. When facing death and tragedy, we
stubbornly confess that evil is defeated and we are victorious in Christ. The martyrs of
the Christian Church went to their death singing about their triumph over death even
as they died. Throughout the ages, myriads and myriads of Christians have proclaimed
that nothing could separate them from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus, not
life, not death, neither things present nor things to come.
Jesus finally arrived at Jairus’ house. He told all the mourners and the flute players to
“Go away, for the girl is not dead but sleeping” (vs. 24). What’s all the fuss? Don’t
you know that Death is defeated?! The Lord of life is here to do the impossible. This
girl’s death is no more serious or difficult to Jesus than awakening someone from a
nap. The Lord took the girl’s hand and she arose from the dead (vs. 25).
Jesus is the savior of all people. The barriers we raise in this life – money, race, sex,
personal histories, failures and triumphs – have no bearing on the extent of Christ’s
love and victory. Our Lord would not be bound by a woman’s uncleaness nor would
He be silenced in the face of death. None of the situations you are facing can stop the
gracious work Jesus is doing in your lives. He who began a good work in you will
bring it to completion on the day of Jesus Christ (Phil. 1:6). Jesus is our Savior, our
living Savior. His steadfast love never ceases; his mercies never come to an end; they
are new every morning; great is His faithfulness (Lam 3:22–23).
 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 21, 2021
Text: Matthew 25:1–13
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The amount of energy expended in preparation for a wedding is enormous. And well it
should. To say that getting married is a life-changing event is but to state the obvious.
There is great joy and excitement watching a young couple get ready to pledge
themselves to each other in faithful, lifelong martial union. And yet, it’s easy for us who
have been married for a few years to become jaded, to lose the wonder and the joy, as we
watch brides and grooms-to-be get ready for their special day. It’s but one day in
thousands of days yet to come as husband and wife. They should put more effort into
preparing for the years after the wedding instead of the wedding itself.
Well, Jesus wouldn’t have us think that way, at least not according to today’s text from
Matthew 25. Unless you think of the wedding day as being the most important event in
one’s life, then the parable doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. The urgency is lost. The
call to spiritual watchfulness and preparation will lose its importance if you don’t keep
the wedding day as the pinnacle event. So, at least for the next few moments, set aside
that practical part of your brain that says, “it’s only one day among thousands” and
imagine what it’s like to be a bride or bridegroom anticipating their day of marital joy.
Jesus, in Matthew 25, compares the kingdom of heaven to ten virgins, brides’ maids,
waiting for the arrival of the bridegroom and His bride. These ten ladies were asked by
the bridegroom to take part in his wedding procession to the wedding hall where there
would be feasting and rejoicing. It was quite an honor to participate in the wedding
procession; the virgins would be roughly equivalent to brides’ maid in today’s weddings.
They were given one task and one task only. When the bridegroom arrives and the
wedding procession begins, light the lamps and join in the wedding parade to the
wedding hall. That’s it. Just be ready with lighted lamps when the procession begins.
Sounds simple enough. And indeed it was. Be ready with lighted lamps and there will be
much rejoicing.
We have to keep in mind how 1st century weddings took place or none of this will make
sense. It appears that the bridesmaids were to wait near the house of the bride. At some
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point in the day, the bridegroom and his attendants would come from his house to the
bride’s house and take her to the wedding hall. Exactly when this would happen was not
known. So the brides’ maids had to prepare in advance so that they can be ready to light
their lamps at any part of the day; morning, noon or night. That’s their task and nothing
was more important than being ready.
Ten brides’ maids are waiting for the bridegroom. And just so we’re clear, the
bridegroom in the parable represents Jesus and the ten virgins represent a waiting Church.
The oil represents the spiritual life that Christians have because they are born again
through the Gospel.
Five virgins were wise, five virgins were foolish. All ten are part of the Church who
awaits the coming of the bridegroom, the Lord Jesus Christ. All ten have lamps that burn.
This isn’t a parable about Christians and non-Christians. It’s about the Church. So Jesus
is talking exclusively to everyone who claims the name of Jesus as Lord and Savior. He’s
speaking to you and me.
Within His Church there will be those who are wise and those who are foolish. A
sobering thought indeed that requires we ask: Am I one of the wise or the foolish virgins?
What determines who are wise and who are foolish? According to the parable, all ten
have lamps that are quite capable of burning oil. In other words, everyone in the Church
has the same access to the spiritual life of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. There aren’t
separate categories of Christians within the Church, some who have more access to oil
than others. All are baptized, have the same Gospel, and partake of the same Lord’s
Supper. So what determines who’s wise and who’s foolish?
It’s the bridegroom’s delay that separates the wise from the foolish. I’ll say it again. It’s
the delay of the bridegroom that determines who is wise and who is foolish. The ten were
honored in being asked to take part in the wedding procession. But that honor also had its
responsibilities. You must be ready when the procession begins. That means you must
prepare for that event and live with the coming wedding feast in mind all the time;
nothing else is more important.
To be ready means to have faith in Jesus as your Lord and Savior and believe what He
says about His Second Coming. Jesus has told us that His return in glory can be at any
time. He has also promised to provide us with all that we need to be ready. We have the
Gospel, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the Lord’s Prayer, the fellowship of the Church
and other redeemed saints who await His coming; Jesus gives us the Holy Spirit so that
the light of faith, love, and trust in Him continues to burn bright day by day, year by year.
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Jesus has told us in advance to watch and be ready. His return is the most important event
in our lives. More important than getting a better job, than graduating from high school
and college, or having a good retirement. To allow anyone or anything to keep us from
being ready is a most egregious sin. The consequences are most severe. Eternity is at
stake.
Jesus said any Christian who allows himself to run out of oil, that is, to remain
unprepared for His coming will experience two horrific events. The first is found in vs.
10, “And while hey were going to buy, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready
went in with him to the marriage feast, and the door was shut.” The unprepared will be
forever locked out of God’s kingdom; they will not participate in Christ’s wedding feast.
The door was shut. The second dreadful event is describe in vs. 11, “Afterward the other
virgins came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ But he answered, ‘Truly, I say to you,
I do not know you.’” Can there be more terrifying words? Jesus doesn’t know us. The
things and persons of this life so distracted us from being ready that we became
completely unknown to the Lord of heaven and earth?
The Lord Jesus is teaching us in the parable that His Second Coming is the greatest, most
joyous event in human history. When He returns on the Last Day, all believers from all
times, places, and cultures will be brought into the joy of His wedding feast. And there
will be joy and celebration for all eternity. Our singularly most important task is to be
ready and well prepared. That’s why I said we need to think like a bride or bridegroom
eagerly awaiting his/her wedding day to understand properly this parable. Nothing is
more important. Nothing can distract us from that day. We’ve been invited to our Lord’s
Second Coming and the great procession that will take place on that day.
On the Last Day, those who are wise and well prepared for Christ’s coming will join Him
in festive procession as we reach our final destination: the wedding feast of the Lamb in
His kingdom which has no end. “Watch, therefore” our Lord says in verse 13, “for you
know neither the day nor the hour.”
The wise anticipate that Christ’s coming may be delayed. They fill their lamps with oil
and bring along extra flasks of oil too (vs. 4). Nothing would keep them from this
wedding procession. The wise Christian marks each day by prayerful anticipation that
this could be the day of Christ’s return. Their lamps must be trimmed and prepared. The
wise cherish their baptism for it contains the promise of new birth and new life.
Fellowship with other Christians around the preaching of Christ’s Word and the frequent
reception of Christ’s body and blood are regarded as precious treasures. Through these
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gifts, the Christian replenishes his lamp with oil. The lamps represent our spiritual life in
Christ Jesus made new and strong by the grace of the Holy Spirit.
The foolish Christian, however, doesn’t take the matter of Christ’s return seriously.
Surely enough oil to fill a lamp once will be sufficient. Membership in the Church is all
that’s necessary. Prayer every now and then is ok. The Bible, sure it’s God’s Word, but
it’s kind of thick with lots of strange history and names. To study it often seems kind of
weird. Going to Church frequently for worship in Word and Sacrament is a bit extreme.
Christmas and Easter, or whenever I’m able is enough. All this watchfulness and
preparation shouldn’t be taken too seriously, the foolish wrongly and tragically conclude.
Jesus delays His coming. But the wise are not troubled. They wait and sleep in secure
peace. When the cry is given, their lamps will be burning with plenty of oil. The foolish
sleep in irresponsible slumber for they believe that the bridegroom will act according to
their own expectations rather than to His. The Bridegroom’s arrival is joyful for the wise.
Terror and panic strikes the foolish who believed all along that they were ready and
weren’t.
The delay feels extremely long. But the desire for the wedding is not diminished, at least
for the wise. The delay that Christ speaks of in the parable is the time of our living here
on earth between Christ’s ascension to the Father’s right hand and His Second Coming.
Right now is the time of His delay.
What keeps the wise ready is the anticipation, the eager joy that awaits every Christian at
Christ’s eternal wedding feast. We know who we’re waiting for, the Lord Jesus, our
Savior from eternal death and misery. He’s wants us to be part of His wedding festivities.
It’s an invitation of lavish grace and super-abounding honor.
We don’t know that day or the hour of Christ’s return. That’s ok. We don’t need to know.
Jesus will come when the time is right. Rejoice and lift up your heads. The day of
Christ’s return is approaching. Through our Lord’s Word and Spirit, receive more oil for
your lamps. And live in the life, strength, and joy of Christ’s return.

 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 28, 2021
Text: Matthew 21:1–9
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Church’s new year begins with a joyous reminder that the Lord Jesus Christ
continues to come to us with the gifts of His righteousness, forgiveness, and eternal
salvation. Make no mistake about it. Christ Jesus, the Lord of glory and King of kings
continues to come among us. This is no well-meaning pious sentiment lacking real
substance. Far from it. Jesus comes to us and among us graciously and powerfully by
His Spirit through the means of His Word and Sacraments. Thus we pray throughout
the Advent season, “Come, thou long expected Jesus, Born to set Thy people free;
From our fears and sins release us; Let us find our rest in Thee…” (LSB 338, st. 1).
The joyous hope and expectation of God’s redeemed people is that Jesus would dwell
in our midst, residing in our hearts and minds by the grace of the Spirit as well as
visiting us with His love and mercy in our worship services. As this is the great prayer
and expectation of the Church, the coming of Jesus into our midst, it is absolutely
vital that 1) we know who Jesus is, 2) what He seeks to give us, and 3) how we are to
receive it. Nothing is more important. There are many, many distractions in life. The
tasks and obligations are real and they must be handled faithfully and virtuously. But
everything else pales in comparison to the importance of knowing those three things:
1) who Jesus is, 2) what He wants to give us, 3) and how we are to receive it.
We turn to the appointed Scripture readings for today in order to know these most
important things. We begin with the Matthew 21, our Lord’s triumphal entry into
Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. That week was the culmination and climax of God the
Father’s mightiest work of salvation. Through the perfect life, suffering, rejection,
death, and resurrection of the His beloved Son, the Father brought to the world His
kingdom, His love, and His life. All who look to Jesus in faith receive the fullness of
God’s kingdom. The Father holds nothing back from His people. “He who did not
spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with hi graciously
give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32).
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The marvel of the Christian gospel is that God the Father gave His eternally begotten
Son to be the world’s Savior. That in itself is extraordinary. But what is even more
wondrous and mysterious is that His Son saved the world in a most remarkable way.
The gospel text reveals that His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, came as a lowly, humble
King. Matthew quotes the prophet Zechariah in vs. 5, “Say to the daughter of Zion,
‘Behold your king is coming to you, humble, mounted on a donkey, and on a colt, the
foal of a beast of burden.’” The Lord Jesus is first of all, the King of kings and Lord
of lords. He is King over the universe since He is true God, begotten of the Father
from eternity. By the word of His power, He upholds all creation. Everything that
exists was made by Him and for Him. And Jesus is King over the peoples of the earth
since He is the Son of David, according to His human lineage. God the Father
promised David that his Son, that is, David’s Son would rule over the house of Israel
forever. The kings of the earth would come to David’s greater Son to give Him
homage and adoration. Who is this Jesus riding into Jerusalem? The King of the
universe and King of the nations.
The prophet Zechariah marveled as he described the coming of Jesus to the holy city,
Jerusalem. He chose to come to His people not in the power and pomp of an earthly
king seeking worldly power and prestige. No, He came in lowly humility, on a
borrowed donkey, an animal of peace. Jesus was no warlord vanquishing the enemies
of evil, sin, misery, and death by the strength of weapons and strategies of war. He
would win His kingdom as the Prince of peace who gives Himself willing to scorn,
scourging, crucifixion unto death, and resurrection from the dead on the third day.
Who is this Jesus that comes among His Church? Who forms the hope and
expectation of God’s people from ancient days until the end of time? He is true God
and true man; the King of the Universe and King of the nations.
The eternal Son of God came to this earth in obedience to His Father’s will. Jesus, the
Son of God and Son of David, wants to give us all the riches of His eternal kingdom.
This too we must know. What is that Jesus wants to give us? Under the inspiration of
the Holy Spirit, the prophet Jeremiah preached about the Lord Jesus. He too marveled
at who the Savior was. “Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will
raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and
shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In his days Judah will be saved,
and Israel will dwell securely. And this is the name by which he will be called: ‘The
LORD is our righteousness’” (Jer. 23:5–6). The Lord Jesus rode into Jerusalem to
execute justice and righteousness in the land. The Lord brought the Father’s
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redemptive will to His its conclusion when He spoke from the cross, “It is finished.”
and rose from the dead three days later. The Lord Jesus did this mighty work of
redemptive so that He could give to us and all His people salvation (Judah will be
saved) and righteousness (the LORD is our righteousness).
The Lord Jesus comes to His Church in order to give His people the salvation and
righteousness He won for us. Through Christ, we are saved from the powers of sin,
evil, the Devil, and Death. Though all the evil powers of the world and hell itself set
themselves against us in vast array and terrifying strength, they cannot harm us. We
Christians dwell securely in the salvation of the Lord Jesus Christ. His holy and
precious blood cleanses our hearts and souls from the defilement of sin and shame.
For we are saved from the accusations of the Law and a guilty conscience because
Christ Jesus died in our place. He bore our suffering, sin, and shame. They were
nailed to His cross never to be used against us.
We Christians are saved from the evil the world and Satan brings upon us. God the
Father works all things, even the evil things we suffer in this life, for our good.
Becoming a Christian and confessing faith in Christ does not mean that you will never
experience the evils of the world. Through Christ, we are saved from their destructive
power and intent. We have the sure and steadfast promise that the Father will order
our life and our days in order to secure the salvation won for us by Christ Jesus.
Even Death, which seems so final and ultimate, must yield its evil purposes to
accomplish God’s saving will in our lives. For Christ Jesus died in our place so that
Death’s power might be broken in our lives. He rose from the dead to give us His
eternal life. Even when we die, physically, to life in this world, we live as our soul
immediately rejoices in God’s presence in heaven. On the Last Day, Christ Jesus will
return to this earth and raise our bodies from the graves. And we shall be changed in a
moment, in a twinkling of an eye. In the resurrection, the corruption and weakness of
our present physical bodies will be transformed according to the likeness of Christ’s
resurrected body. We shall be like Christ Jesus for we shall see Him as He is with our
own resurrected eyes. And we shall live as Christ lives. All Christians have been
saved from the evil plans and purpose of the devil, the world, and our sinful flesh.
In addition to the salvation He won for us, Christ Jesus also comes among us to give
His righteousness. The Lord is our righteousness. All that Jesus did in His earthly life,
from the moment of His conception until His resurrection on the third day, was done
in righteous obedience to His Father. The Lord Jesus not only did not commit a single
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sin but He also fulfilled all righteousness. Jesus is the fulfilment of the 10
commandments. He loved His Father with the virtue and power of the Holy Spirit
with His heart, mind, soul, and strength. And Jesus loves all His neighbors as Himself,
including everyone who hates Him. Love is the fulfillment of the Law as we heard
(twice) in today’s epistle reading from Romans 13. The entire witness of Holy
Scripture, including Zechariah’s prophecy of Israel’s king riding into Jerusalem on a
beast of burden, is fulfilled in Jesus. He is the Lord, our righteousness.
And that righteousness He now gives to you. It is not without reason that the apostle
Paul called Christian believers saints in his epistles. All Christians are saints, declared
holy and righteous before God the Father because Christ Jesus suffered and died to
forgive us our sins. And all the righteousness that He fulfilled throughout His earthly
ministry is now given to us. In Christ, we stand righteous before each other and before
His Father in heaven. Blessed indeed are you, dear righteous and holy saints of God.
Christ Jesus, the King of kings and Lord of lord, comes among us to give us His gifts
of salvation and righteousness. It is of absolute importance that we know how we are
to receive such wondrous gifts from our Savior. We receive all of Christ’s gifts by
faith. Simple trust. But even this doesn’t completely answer the question. How do we
receive all that Christ Jesus wants to give us? The Holy Spirit gives us saving faith in
Jesus through the means of God’s Word and blessed Sacraments. Christ Jesus won for
us all the gifts of His Father’s kingdom two thousand years ago as He executed justice
and righteousness in the land of Israel. In the present, the here and now, Jesus comes
to us by the Spirit through His Word and Sacraments.
Through preaching, Jesus teaches us His saving will, admonishes, corrects, and
encourages us to live godly lives of faith and obedience. “For salvation is nearer to us
now than when we first believed…So then let us cast off the works of darkness and
put on the armor of light. Let us walk properly as in the daytime…Put on the Lord
Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires” (Rom. 13:11–
14). This life of faith and righteousness can only be given, maintained, and
strengthened by the Spirit through God’s Word.
The priority of baptism and the Lord’s Supper cannot be overlooked. For when we
were baptized in God’s trinitarian name, we are baptized into the death and
resurrection of Jesus. The Holy Spirit was poured out upon us generously in baptism
so that we rose from those waters justified and righteous in the Father’s sight. The
body and blood of Jesus given to us in the Lord’s Supper is a regular, week after
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week, reception of Christ’s forgiveness and life. The saving fruits of Calvary comes to
us. For not only are do we receive the forgiveness of sins in the Lord’s Supper, but
Jesus also gives us His righteous life and His eternal salvation. Our faith, all our
prayers, hopes, and expectations, all our piety and acts of devotion, flow out of the
saving gifts Christ Jesus gives to us through His Word and Sacraments.
The Church’s new year is glorious reminder that Christ Jesus continues to come
among us. He is our King, the Son of God and Son of David. He wants to give us His
salvation and His righteousness. Through His Word and Sacraments, Jesus creates and
strengthens our faith in Him. Day by day, week by week, year after year, we proclaim
in joyous victory, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the
name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” (vs. 9).

 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: “Fear, Love, and Trust in God”
December 1, 2021
Text: Hebrews 10:19–39
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The First Commandment is “You shall have no other gods.” The First Commandment
is first because it is the most important. The remaining 9 commandments flow from
and have their rational in the first. If one possesses the one, true God of heaven and
earth in faith and love, then that person will also avoid misusing His holy name, will
keep His Word, will honor the authorities He (i.e., God) has established, will refrain
from killing other people, and so forth. The great sin of the human heart is idolatry,
worshipping a false god. The reason idolatry is such a great evil is that it places
something inferior into that place where only God can rightly dwell. In the beginning,
God created man so that man might know, love, and trust in His Creator. Every
human being was created to fear, love, and trust in God above all things. Placing such
devotion in anything other than the true God results in death and misery. The apostle
John wrote to the Christians of his day, “Little children, keep yourselves from idols”
(I John 5:21). The First Commandment is first because it is the most important.
Martin Luther wrote and organized the Small Catechism to be a teaching tool in
Christian homes, churches, and schools. The Small Catechism provides an excellent
framework for teaching the most important doctrines of the Bible. In using the
Catechism, the father, or pastor, or schoolteacher, asks questions of the student.
(As an aside, Luther expected Christian fathers to use the Catechism to teach their
children at home. Pastors and congregations would provide assistance. But it was the
fathers who were to take the primary responsibly in teaching their children. Each
section of the catechism begins with “As the head of the family should teach them in a
simple way to this household.” (LSB 321) Dear father and mothers, grandfathers and
grandmothers, take this God-given responsibility to heart. The Bible teaches that
fathers and mothers have the responsibility to teach God’s Word to their children.
Ephesians 6:4 says, “Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them
up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” It’s not too early to have your
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children learn the Small Catechism. Teaching your children’s God’s Word is a noble
vocation that God commands and promises to bless.)
Back to where we left off… the father, or pastor, or schoolteacher, asks questions.
Students learn and memorize the answers provided in the Catechism. A few moments
ago, we did this very thing. I asked the question, “What is the First Commandment?”
You answered, “You shall have no other gods.” Then I asked the question, “What
does this mean?” You answered, “We should fear, love, and trust in God above all
things.” Luther wrote this explanatory statement so that Christians can know more
deeply what God’s Word teaches. This year’s Advent services will be based upon
Luther’s three-part explanation to the First Commandment: fearing, loving, and trust
in God. Tonight, we will consider what it means to fear God above all things.
Fearing God is a prominent theme in the Bible. Psalm 111:10 says, “The fear of the
Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” The book of Proverbs mentions it some 14 times;
about 7 times in the rest of the Old Testament. The Old and New Testaments
describes believers as those who “fear God” about 20 times. The apostle Peter writes
simply and directly, “Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the
emperor” in I Peter 2:17. The first thing we need to understand is that we Christians
are commanded to fear God. Luther didn’t make this up. He was simply teaching what
the Bible commands. Fear God.
Now we come to the heart of the matter. What does it mean to fear God? We will
consider two aspects of what it means to fear God. The first is the deep reverence and
awe believers have for God. The second is an actual fear, a true dread of invoking
God’s anger. We see both aspects in the reading from Hebrews 10:19–39.
We begin with the positive side of fearing God. The “fear of the Lord”, in this respect,
is a broad, all-encompassing phrase that describes our entire relationship with God.
Fearing God means we Christians have a positive, familial relationship with God. He
is our Father and we are His children because we are redeemed by His Son and
sanctified by the Spirit. Because of who He is and what He is done for our good, we
Christians are overawed in marvelous devotion and praise. As His beloved children,
we seek to please God in all things, in heart, soul, mind, imagination, body, and
strength. Fearing God, in this sense, is very much at the heart of Christ’s Gospel.
The writer to the Hebrew Christians says we believers “have confidence to enter the
holy places by the blood of Jesus” (vs. 19). In other words, Christians can do what
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sinful humanity could never do and hope to survive. Believers can enter into God’s
holy presence because we are redeemed by the blood of Jesus. Without the blood of
Jesus cleansing us from our sins and iniquities, we would immediately be destroyed
by God’s holy presence. Psalm 5:4 says, “For you are not a God who delights in
wickedness; evil may not dwell with you.” King David, the author of Psalm 5, makes
it clear that he is writing about evil people not just the devil or evil actions. Listen to
vss. 5–6, “The boastful shall not stand before your eyes; you hate all evildoers. You
(i.e., God) destroy those who speak lies; the Lord abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful
man.” Christians, those who have faith in Jesus, are able to enter into God’s presence
because they are declared righteous and holy in the Father’s sight. Through faith in
Christ, we enter into God’s presence by the grace and power of the Holy Spirit. That
is truly an awesome, wondrous privilege. This is living in the fear of the Lord.
In Hebrews 10:22–24, we find three exhortations, strong encouragements that are only
possible because we can enter God’s presence by the blood of Jesus. Here they are
(you might follow along):
 vs. 22, let us draw near with a true heart …
 vs. 23, let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering …
 vs. 24, let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works …
To fear God above all things, as Christians, includes these three things. The first is
drawing near to God with a sincere faith. We can do this because we have been
baptized (vs. 22, our bodies washed with pure water) and we receive the grace and
forgiveness of Christ’s body and blood in the Lord’s Supper (vs. 22, our hearts have
been sprinkled clean from an evil conscience). The second exhortation is that we
Christians are to hold fast to our public confession of hope in Christ because God is
faithful (vs. 23). No matter the situation, good, bad, relative peace or intense
affliction, hold fast to the hope we have of eternal life and ultimate victory. God is
faithful; He will not fail us. The third exhortation is to encourage one another to love
and good works (vs. 24). Don’t we need this a bunch?! In generous quantities. For we
are surrounded by encouragements to do evil, to be angry, to hate, to be selfish,
skeptical, manipulative, and so forth. But we Christians exhort one another to love and
goodness. We stir one another up for goodness and virtue (vs. 24). In vs. 25, we learn
that fearing God, as described in vs. 19–24, necessarily includes gathering together as
the Church for worship. Do not neglect “to meet together, as is the habit of some, but
encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”
Gathering together for worship to hear God’s Word and receive Christ’s sacraments is
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one of the primary means of 1) drawing near to God (vs. 22), 2) holding fast to our
public confession of hope (vs. 23), and 3) encouraging fellow Christians to good
works (vs. 24).
The fear of the Lord describes our entire Christian life of faith and obedience. We are
forgiven and justified by God the Father through the blood of Jesus. This treasure of
new life given to us by the Spirit leads to a sincere faith nourished and strengthened
by hearing God’s Word and receiving Christ’s sacraments. Walking in the fear of the
Lord means holding steadfast our public confession of Biblical doctrine. And the fear
of the Lord compels us to support and encourage one another to live lives of love and
good works. The Gospel and the entire life of faith and good works is included in this
beautiful phrase “the fear of the Lord.”
Now we come to the negative, and somewhat uncomfortable aspect of the fearing God
above all things. We return back to the Small Catechism. Luther asked the question,
“What does God say about all these commandments?” (LSB 322) The answer was a
quotation from Exodus 20:5–6, “He says, ‘I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God,
punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of
those who hate me…’” Luther then asked, “What does this mean?” The answer, “God
threatens to punish all who break these commandments. Therefore, we should fear His
wrath and not do anything against them…” Walking in the fear of the Lord also
means being afraid of disobeying God. The Father will punish everyone who breaks
His commandments with righteous wrath. We fear His wrath against sin more than we
desire whatever pleasure sin promises to give.
The writer to the Hebrews warned his readers, in vs. 26, against a continual, deliberate
sinning against God especially now that we know the truth of who God is, what He
did in Christ to save us, and have experienced the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit.
The writer gives a powerful warning against such apostacy. If Christians continue to
break God’s commandments deliberately, persistently, with no remorse and no
intention of repentance or changing of life, then, vs. 26b– 27, “there no longer remains
a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of judgment, and a fury of fire that will
consume the adversary.” Saints of God, this should cause us to be afraid of God’s
wrath against sin. Don’t play around with sin, nurture it, give it place to take hold in
our lives so that it can grow and flourish. On the Last Day, there will be a fearful
judgment of furious fire. Vs. 30–31, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay. And again, The
Lord will judge his people. It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living
God.” We dare not trample underfoot the Son of God and the blood of His covenant
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nor outrage the Spirit of grace (vs. 29) by hardening our hearts against His love, His
Word and Sacraments, His people and Church. We do these things when we allow
hypocrisy to corrupt our sincere faith, when we waver in Christian hope and doubt
that God is faithful, and when we no longer encourage one another to love and good
works.
This is what the Bible calls apostacy. When a true believer in God goes back to
idolatry, to worshipping false gods of whatever sort and kind. The warnings in
Scripture ought to cause us to fear falling away from the Christian faith and suffering
God’s just wrath.
But I want to be absolutely clear. What Hebrews is describing is a Christian who
persistently and deliberately rejects God’s love, grace, and truth. He is not referring to
the daily struggles that all Christians face. All of us sin daily. Thus we pray daily to
the Father, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”
Thus we attend worship services regularly so that we can hear that our sins are
forgiven and receive the healing food of the Supper. It is God’s gracious work in us
that leads us to recognize our sin. To feel remorse over them, to repent and turn from
them, and be forgiven through the precious blood of Jesus. That’s why the positive
side of “the fear of the Lord” is so important. God’s wrath against sin is real, and we
fear it. But we love God above all things because His steadfast love endures forever.
We walk in the fear of the Lord trusting that He forgives, He sanctifies us, and keep
us in the loving arms of Jesus our Good Shepherd.
Both aspects of fearing God must be maintained. The positive part: trusting in God
and living a Christian life in wondrous fear and awe for God’s goodness; the negative
part: God judges sin with righteous wrath and so we flee sin and evil with every fiber
of our being. Let me conclude with the encouragement of Hebrews 10:35, 39
“Therefore do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward…But we are
not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who have faith and
preserve their souls.” All of you are God-fearing men, women, and children. The Lord
bless you richly as you “fear, love, and trust in God above all things.”
 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 5, 2021
Text: Luke 21:25–36
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

The Gospel reading appointed for today sets before us the condition of the world on
the Last Days. The Lord Jesus describes signs and wonders that will take place in the
natural world as well as perplexities and fears among people. The Last Days will be
difficult. Our Lord Jesus is the perfect pastor. Through His Word He prepares His
people for the times that lay before them. In light of the circumstances of the end
times, Jesus cautions us and He comforts us in today’s text.
Before we look at our Lord’s caution and comfort, it will do us well to answer a
preliminary question, just to make sure that we understand the situation as clearly as
possible. As I’ve already stated, Jesus teaches about the condition of the world during
the End Times. Does this teaching apply to us or to some future time? Are we living
in the Last Days now? The answer is a resounding yes. The teaching our Lord gives in
Luke 21 about the Last Days, both the caution and the comfort, apply to us.
The Last Days began with the coming of Jesus during His first Advent. Jesus, the
incarnate Son of God, came to this earth in order to establish His end-times kingdom.
The incarnation and birth of Jesus ushered in the last age in which He established His
Church by the grace of the Holy Spirit. The writer to the Hebrews began his sermonic
message with this very point. Hebrews 1:1–2, “1Long ago, at many times and in many
ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, 2but in these last days he has spoken
to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he
created the world.” Jesus is the preacher of the last days. On the Day of Pentecost, the
apostle Peter preached to the crowd that the prophet Joel prophesied about the coming
of the Holy Spirit on the Last Day. That promise was fulfilled on that very day! Peter
quotes Joel 2:21, when he says, “And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I
will pour out my Spirit on all flesh… (Acts 2:17). Later, in vs. 33, Peter concludes
that Christ Jesus, exalted at the right hand of God, is pouring out the Holy Spirit. The
ascended Lord Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit upon His end-times people. The apostles
Peter, John, and Paul, in their epistles, teach that the end-times have begun. I share
this biblical teaching in order to establish among us today that the words of Jesus
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about the end times from Luke 21 apply to us! We need to heed our Lord’s teaching.
For the rest of our time, let us hear diligently the caution and the comfort our Lord
gives about the Last Days.
First, the Lord Jesus cautions us about the condition of the world. In Luke 21:25–27,
Jesus describes signs and wonders in the natural world as well as perplexities among
people. Taken together, an increasing sense of uneasiness will continue. Vs. 26,
“…people fainting with fear and with foreboding of what is coming on the world. For
the powers of the heavens will be shaken.” Throughout human history, people have
observed various signs and wonders in the natural world. Our rationalistic age scoffs
at this and says there are natural explanations to the appearance and disappearance of
stars, the regularity of eclipses, extreme weather changes, earthquakes, volcanoes, and
other natural disasters. That there are naturalistic explanations to these phenomena
does not take away from the fact that they are occurring. And that Jesus says they are
to be understood as signs that the upheavals of this natural world will only increase as
time moves forward to the end of the age.
The current debate about climate change only highlights and underscores the anxiety
Jesus predicted would be taking place in the last days. There is hardly a week that
goes by that I do not hear some concern raised about climate change. The stronger and
more deadly hurricanes witnessed over the past several years are blamed on climate
change. The same is true of longer, more intense wildfire seasons, extreme flooding,
the rise of ocean levels, and the almost funeral-like ceremonies commemorating the
disappearance of glaciers. It doesn’t really matter where you stand on the issue of
climate change. What is beyond question is that people are truly afraid because of the
changes observed in the natural world. Or as Jesus says, “There will be signs in sun
and moon and stars, and on the earth distress of nations in perplexity because of the
roaring of the sea and the waves, people fainting with fear and with foreboding of
what is coming on the world. For the powers of the heavens will be shaken” (vs. 25–
26).
And yet, that is only part of our Lord’s caution. The signs seen in the natural order
may be distressing but they are not the most dangerous. The spiritual dangers are
much more pressing. Look at vs. 34, “But watch yourselves lest your hearts be
weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day
come upon you suddenly like a trap.” In light of the general uneasiness about the
times and seasons, people tend to become more and more hedonistic, especially
during times of economic prosperity. Dissipation, the word used in today’s text,
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describes any kind of activity that wastefully disperses time, energy, and resources on
reckless activity. Very often drunkenness and dissipation go together. This kind of
sinful life and activity is popularly characterized by “let us eat, drink, party, and be
merry today, for tomorrow we may all die.” The demand for increasing pleasures and
thrills becomes all the pronounced: more gadgets, more toys, more thrills, bigger and
grandeur forms of entertainment while moral and spiritual life languishes. The Lord
Jesus says such a life of dissipation – the reckless throwing away of moral, spiritual,
emotional, and physical resources – weighs you down and causes spiritual slumber
and apathy.
Our Lord admonishes us believes to not fall into such a stupor in vs. 36, “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.” Through daily prayer,
seasons of fasting, and meditation on God’s Word, both at home and at church, we
discipline ourselves to stay awake. And we encourage one another as fellow believers.
The NT regularly commands us to love and encourage one another with prayer and
sincere love lest we fall into apathy and spiritual sloth. We need each other more now
than ever. As time goes by, mankind will increasingly give itself over to dissipation
and carousing that will only enhance the general sense of foreboding. Our Lord has
warned us in advance for these days.
Having been so cautioned – we are not to fall asleep with the dissipations of these last
days – our Lord now comforts us with His promises. For when we see the natural
world shaking and when we see men and women bent over in anxiety with fear and
foreboding resulting in even more sinful dissipation and anxiety over life, we are to be
comforted in the knowledge that soon all the world “will see the Son of Man coming
in a cloud with power and great glory. Now when these things begin to take place,
straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near” (vs. 27–
28).
Christ Jesus cautioned us in advance of how things will progress as the end-times
move forward. Because of our new birth in Christ, we are to become all the more bold
and confident. We are the baptized. God’s kingdom has already come to us and
among when we were plunged by the Holy Spirit through baptismal waters into
Christ’s death only to be instantly resurrected by the Spirit into the undying life of the
risen Lord Jesus Christ! Our eternal redemption is drawing near.
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We Christians are an unusual sort of people. For even though we look forward to a
new heavens and a new earth – we pray for it to come every time we pray the Lord’s
Prayer, “thy kingdom come…” – we also live and love in this old world. So, we pray
for the people of this world. For those affected by natural disasters, for those suffering
as a result of their own sinful choices of dissipation, drunkenness, and other forms of
vice and sin. We live, love, serve, and pray. We Christians see the signs of the times
and become all the more watchful and vigilant in our prayers, our study of God’s
Word, attention to worship, love and care for our families and neighbors, and so forth.
This is our time to shine all the brighter with the hope and love that is ours in Christ
Jesus. This is our time!!
Jesus gave a quick parable about a fig tree in vs. 29–31 that describes us beautifully.
When we see the leaves of a tree starting to bud out, we know that summer is near. In
other words, we read the signs, like the budding of leaves, and know that summer is
near, that is, Jesus is coming. Vs. 31, “So also, when you see these things taking
place, you know that the kingdom of God is near.” The signs of the end are taking
place; the leaves are budding!!! God’s kingdom is near. That is our hope and our joy
and courage. Of all people on the world, we are the ones who are to be walking with
straighter backs and heads lifted high!! For we know that our redemption is drawing
closer. We live, move, walk, think, play, and go about our day-to-day lives in the
grace of Christ’s love and forgiveness and the promise of eternal life in His kingdom.
We know there is more to this world and to this life. The best is yet to come. And it
will come with Jesus. Be strengthen and encouraged this day, dear saints of the living
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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One of the first things a student learns in catechism class is the First Commandment,
“You shall have no other gods.” And then its explanation from the Small Catechism,
“We should fear, love, and trust in God above all things.” Last Wednesday, we
considered what the Bible teaches about fearing God above all things. To be Godfearing people, means that we Christians have a live in awe and devotion to God, His
Word, and His people. God is our Father because we have been redeemed by His
beloved Son, Jesus, and sanctified by the Holy Spirit who dwells in our hearts.
Because of who God is and what He is done for our good, we Christians are overawed
in marvelous devotion and praise. As His beloved children, we seek to please God in
all things, in heart, soul, mind, imagination, body, and strength. Fearing God, in this
sense, is very much at the heart of Christ’s Gospel. But fearing God above all things
also means turning away from sin lest we displease our Father and experience His just
wrath against sin. As His redeemed children, we simply don’t want to displease Him.
We fear His wrath against sin more than we desire whatever pleasure sin promises to
give. Fearing God above all things in one way the Bible describes our lives of faith
and devotion to God, our Lord and King.
Tonight, we will consider what it means to love God above all things. Fearing God
and loving God go hand in glove. You really can’t have one without the other. King
David combines them together beautifully in Psalm 103:17–18, “But the steadfast
love of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting on those who fear him, and his
righteousness to children’s children, to those who keep his covenant and remember to
do his commandments.” The steadfast love of the Lord is a beautiful phrase we should
memorize and recite to ourselves and one another frequently. It occurs in the Bible
about 9 times. However, the shorter phrase, “steadfast love” occurs approximately 200
times in the Bible, mostly in reference to God! He is the God of steadfast love. The
apostle John wrote in his first epistle twice, “God is love” (I John 4:8; 16). He never
wavers in His love and devotion. It is sure, steadfast, and pure.
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Consider for a moment that such perfect love rest upon us, His God-fearing people
who seek to keep His commandments. Because God is the God of love, He bestows
His righteousness upon us through faith in Jesus. And we have the promise, one we
should cling to with steadfast tenacity, that His everlasting righteousness will rest
upon our children’s children. The steadfast love of the Lord endures forever.
His love and His ability to love are simply amazing. It inspires our songs and hymns,
our joy and confidence, and the hope of heaven. But our focus tonight will consider
our love for God. Keeping the First Commandment means that we are to love Him
above all things. The text from Luke 7:36–50 teaches us what loving God looks like.
In this text, we learn that Simon the Pharisees is hosting a dinner party. We aren’t
exactly sure why he invites Jesus to a dinner party. Maybe it was simple curiosity.
Jesus recently healed a centurion’s servant and raised the widow’s son from Nain
back to life (Luke 7:1–17). What’s clear from Simon’s actions is that he doesn’t treat
Jesus as an honored, respected guest. More on that later.
An unnamed woman goes to the same dinner party. She certainly wasn’t invited.
She’s a sinner (vs. 37 & 39), a polite way of saying she’s a prostitute. Simon and this
woman would be at the opposite ends of society. He religious, she irreligious; he
ceremonially and morally above reproach; she unclean; he honored and respected, she
dishonored, used, thrown away and despised. Based upon her actions, we can
confidently say why she went Simon’s dinner party, uninvited though she be. She
came to worship and to love.
You’ve got to admire this sinful woman’s courage. Try to imagine entering into the
home of a very respectable person you know wants nothing to do with you. But that’s
what she does without an invitation and without even knocking on the door!
Simon is undoubtedly horrified at what’s happening: a prostitute is weeping at Jesus’
feet, wiping them with her tears and hair, and anointing them ointment. But then
again, maybe this is the perfect test to determine if Jesus is a real prophet and teacher
or not. If He’s real, He’ll rebuke “that sinful woman” in no uncertain terms. But Jesus
doesn’t rebuke this sinful woman or recoil from her physical touch.
Simon concludes, “If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what
sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner” (vs. 39). Take note of
this, dear saints of God. What gets Jesus in trouble with Simon the Pharisee (and
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many other Jews of His day) is that Jesus accepts, loves, shows grace to, and forgives
sinners. In addition, He accepts with joy their love and devotion to Him; He did
during His earth ministry, He did so now. Jesus receives, forgives, and loves sinners.
According to vs. 40, Jesus knows what Simon is thinking so Jesus tells a parable. “A
certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other
fifty. When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them will
love him more?” (vs. 41–42). The answer seems simple and obvious enough, “The
one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt” (vs. 43). With his own answer
Simon reveals that he does not love God, Jesus, and certainly not this woman. The
reason he does not love is because he refuses to receive God’s forgiveness.
Love and forgiveness go together. The ability and the desire to love God and man
come from a heart that stands forgiven before God. Simon and this notoriously sinful
woman reveal that most important fact. If there’s nothing else you get out of this
sermon, then let it be this. The ability to love God above all things comes from being
forgiven.
After receiving Christ’s forgiveness, this woman can’t help but show love to Jesus in
humility and sincerity. Don’t you find it amazing that a woman so used and abused by
men turns in faith to the one Man who will not violate her?! This Man is her only
hope for release from the sordid use of so many men. Only Jesus can save her.
Somewhere along the way, she heard Jesus’ message of repentance – turning away
from sin – and being forgiven – released from those sins. She believes this message in
heart, mind, and body. And the love and gratitude that is overflowing from her is
spilling out as she weeps, kisses, and anoints. Her love for Jesus was extravagant
because Christ’s love for her and the forgiveness He gives were superabundant.
How one acts, what one feels, and how one lives reveals what a person believes about
Jesus. Vs. 44–46 makes this clear too. Jesus compares Simon’s actions with this
notoriously sinful woman. Simon doesn’t wash Jesus’ feet, doesn’t greet Jesus with a
kiss, and doesn’t provide oil for ointment. That was pretty common courtesy in those
days. For us today, it would be equivalent of greeting your own dinner guests with a
handshake and then allow them to use the bathroom to wash their hands and freshen
up. In other words, this religiously respectable man doesn’t even show Jesus the
simplest forms of human respect.
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The sinful woman, by contrast, not only shows Jesus respect but true love and
devotion. She will not allow the contemptible gazes and sneers of Simon’s dinner
guests to keep her the true love of her life, the Savior of her body and soul.
Simon’s actions reveal he doesn’t love much for he hasn’t been forgiven much. The
sinful woman’s actions reveal she loves immensely for she has been forgiven
immensely. That’s the conclusion Jesus makes in vs. 47, “Therefore I tell you, her
sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little,
loves little.”
The point of Jesus’ parable isn’t really about the amount of debt; one owes 50 denarii,
the other 500. Neither could pay. The moneylender simply forgave them both. He
released their debt. It no longer stood between him and them. Both debtors were
forgiven 100%. Both could show love in response. The problem with Simon is that he
doesn’t think he’s a debtor. He doesn’t love for he hasn’t been forgiven anything. He
doesn’t think he needs it. And therefore, he shows Jesus no love.
The woman, on the other hand, knows her debt and the release she has received
through Jesus’ forgiveness. Her many sins are wiped away. She couldn’t pay the debt,
50 – 500 – 5,000 – 5,000,000. The number is immaterial for her. All she knows is that
her enormous debt before God is wiped away through this man named Jesus. And her
forgiven heart and soul shows gratitude and love in ways that are most profound and
sincere, almost reckless. Those tears shed in joy and gratitude are now the liquid to
wash Jesus’ feet. Her hair, the cloth to wash those holy feet. Ointment, purchased
through her sordid profession, now part of her past but not her future, soothes Jesus’
feet. My guess is that most people would find her expressions of love uncomfortable.
We moderns have so compartmentalized our religious lives, that we are afraid to
express our religious convictions with zeal and passion. We can be passionate about
hobbies, about our kids and family, but passion for Jesus, for the things of God, there
we must remain calm, cool, and collective. If we show too much zeal, people might
think we’re weird or something worse. To weep in joy and love for being forgiven, to
sing joyfully in praise, to desire God with mind, body, and emotions are so often
viewed with suspicion. But we ought not to be afraid. Love rejoices (I Cor. 13:6).
Jesus publicly declares this sinful woman to be forgiven (vs. 48). Simon scoffs. Who
is He to forgive sins (vs. 49)? Jesus’ ability and willingness to forgive is what gets
Him into trouble. It gets our Lord’s Church into trouble too. The Church, which is the
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only place on earth people receive God’s grace and forgiveness, accepts and receives
sinners of every sort. In the Church, there is room at Jesus’ feet for everyone no
matter our past, no matter the sins we have committed. To all of you, you are loved
with divine, perfect love. That’s the truly radical nature of Christ’s Gospel.
With sins forgiven and with the embrace of Christ’s love, you too, like that sinful
woman from so long ago, can and should depart in peace (vs. 50) for Jesus loves you
all perfectly and passionately. Guided by God’s Word and empowered by the Holy
Spirit, may we love God above all things in heart, mind, body, and soul.
 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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John the Baptist is the greatest man born of woman, declares the Lord Jesus. That’s
high praise indeed. And what’s going on in John’s life that precipitates such a
declaration? John is in prison. And we learn from God’s Word that John will die in
that prison. His crime? Preaching, preaching the truth of God’s Word. First and
foremost, John was a faithful preacher of God’s Word, a steward of the mysteries of
God. As the apostle Paul says of all true preachers in I Corinthians 4:2, “Moreover, it
is required of stewards that they be found trustworthy.” John was trustworthy and
faithful form beginning to end. The greatest man born of woman, says Jesus.
From his mother’s womb, John was called to be the preacher who would prepare the
way of the Lord. He’s the voice crying in the wilderness. Malachi had prophesied,
“Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before
you” (vs. 10, Mal. 3:1). He’s not a charismatic personality drawing men unto himself
with promises of prosperity, glory, or adventure. History, ancient and modern, is full
of such men. But that’s not John. He’s a preaching voice calling men, women, and
children to repentance and faith in God almighty, maker of heaven and earth. The
Messiah is coming soon. It’s time to get ready. The means of preparation is hearing
the voice!
Like all faithful preachers, John preached God’s Law, in all its strength and beauty,
and God’s Gospel, with all its majesty and comfort. His preaching and ministry led to
a baptism of repentance and faith unto the forgiveness of sins. Regarding God’s Law,
John preached without compromise. He proclaimed to his desert congregation that the
Messiah would lay the axe to the tree and raise up faithful children to Abraham unless
they repented of their sins. No claims to heritage, nationality, or any form of manmade righteousness would be sufficient. In fact, the use of that kind of criteria would
lead to axe falling down in judgment upon the tree. John preached that all men,
women, and children, had fallen short of God’s glory and needed to confess their sins
in repentance, trusting the Lord would have mercy upon them. The preaching of the
Law prepared people for the preaching of the Gospel.
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And John was a powerful preacher of God’s Gospel, that is, John was a preacher
pointing people to Jesus. For John proclaimed that Jesus would baptize God’s people
with the Holy Spirit and fire. This purifying work of forgiveness only Jesus could do.
For He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. Make no mistake
about it, John the Baptist was a preacher of the cross and resurrection of the Lord
Jesus Christ.
That faithfulness in preaching God’s Law and God’s Gospel is what got him into
trouble. First, with the religious establishment from Jerusalem. And then, Herod the
Tetrarch, the political authority at the time. John simply wouldn’t be intimidated or
silenced because of man’s power and prestige. It is John’s example of faithfulness,
strength, and courage, that the church of today, in general, and preachers, in
particular, need to follow. It has been said, and not without good reason, that the 21st
century church in America and the Christian west, has grown soft. Theological
reflection upon the Bible is often ten miles wide and a half-inch deep. Christian piety
has been reduced to a sanitized form of let’s be nice to everyone so we can all get
along. Being rude and offensive are no virtues either. But true Christian piety, one that
knows the ugliness of sin revealed by God’s Law and the beauty and comfort given
through the cleansing blood of Jesus revealed in God’s Gospel, desires to hear God’s
Word so that we can believe it and live holy lives according to it. John was no soft
pushover easily shaken by the rage and fury of this unbelieving age. Our Lord
Himself praises John for not being the reed easily shaken in the wind nor the soft man
dressed in soft clothing (vs. 7–8). May God the Father fill us all with His Holy Spirit
so that we may be men, women, and children who have steadfast faith in the Lord
Jesus and follow Him with courage and faithfulness.
According to vs. 2, John heard about the “about the deeds of the Christ” while in
prison. So, he sent some of his own disciples to ask, “Are you the one who is to come,
or shall we look for another?” (vs. 3). The Bible doesn’t tell us why John asked these
questions nor why he sent his disciples. But we mustn’t forget what Jesus said about
John precisely at this moment in John’s life and ministry, “Truly, I say to you, among
those born of women there has arisen to one greater than John the Baptist” (vs. 11).
What is of great interest is the pastoral care the Lord Jesus gives to John and John’s
disciples. Send word to John that “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. 5–6). Tell John what 1) you see and 2) what you
hear. I am the One, says Jesus, who heals the devasting effects of sin: the blind

3

receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, and the dead are
raised (vs. 5). These things you have seen. But do not forget to tell him what you hear:
the poor have good news preached to them (vs. 5). The poor are loved by God. He
calls them to repentance and faith for I, Jesus, the Son of God, take away their sin and
give them eternal life. Go tell John these things! And yes, dear saints of the 21st
century, these are the same things Christian preachers are to preach today! By the
stripes of Jesus we are healed. Through His blood we have forgiveness. Christ Jesus
fills us with the Holy Spirit when He baptizes us with water (Eddie, Chloe &
Vivienne’s baptisms). And He nourishes us with the words “this is my body and my
blood given and shed for you through bread and wine.” We poor sinners have a real
Gospel message that is preached to the joy of heaven and earth for all who have ears
to hear.
But our Lord issues a caution that we must hear, “And blessed is the one who is not
offended by me” (vs. 6). Everything is happening as it should, and it is promised in
the Word of God, which stands forever. But don’t be offended in Jesus, the fulfillment
of God’s eternal word and will. What John didn’t live to see was how the Lord went
about taking away the sins of the world, of removing the appalling presence of death,
or bringing healing to all creation. The Lord’s Messiah would go to Calvary and make
all things new through His redeeming death and victorious resurrection.
Don’t be offended in this divine means of salvation. Complete healing, permanent
forgiveness, the renewal of things, the revelation of God’s glory, the joy that surpasses
understanding are all established in the death and resurrection of the Messiah, the
Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.
The Lord’s way of fulfilling His world is so very offensive according to worldly
wisdom. Our Lord’s ways are different from the wisdom and power of this world.
Instead of a raw exercise of divine power, Jesus takes all the evil and sorrow into
Himself and crucifies it along with His own flesh and blood. He consumes death,
swallowing it whole. Jesus is the God-man who dies on the cross as the substitute for
humanity’s sins. All of that enfleshed evil is then taken to a borrowed tomb and
destroyed. Death could not hold Him in its clutches. Three days later, He rises again
in glorious victory over death and the grave. And it’s precisely at this point that Jesus
makes His claim to be not only God but your God who has redeemed you by means of
His death and resurrection. Don’t be offended at His Messianic plan of salvation.

4

It’s because of what Jesus did on Good Friday and Easter that we New Testament
Christian receive a most startling word of praise and commendation. Look at vs. 11,
“Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he” (vs. 11). No
matter how small a Christian’s faith may be, no matter the struggles that rage in their
heart and mind, that man, woman, or child of Christian faith is greater than even John
the Baptist. We are greater than John, the greatest man born of woman, because our
faith is established on what John preached but didn’t see: God’s Lamb taking away
the sins of the world on Good Friday and Easter morning. All our sins, including our
doubts and questions, are washed in the blood of Jesus. We Christians find our
greatness in the greatness of our Savior, Jesus. Let Him who boasts, boast in the Lord
says the apostle Paul in I Corinthians 1:31 and II Corinthians 10:17. All glory, honor,
and praise to Jesus alone. He is our Lord, our Savior, our strength and our courage.
 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
Immanuel Lutheran Church – Burns, WY
Advent III – Midweek
Theme: “Fear, Love, and Trust in God”
December 15, 2021
Text: Proverbs 3:1–12
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

King Solomon wrote to his son, the next king of Israel, “My son, do not forget my
teaching, but let you heart keep my commandments, for length of days and years of
life and peace they will add to you” (vs. 1–2). That’s quite a promise attached to that
commanding admonition. Length of days. Years of life. And peace. God’s
commandments promise these things. We are coming to the end of our midweek
Advent services tonight. Christmas is but a few short days away. Soon, we will hear
those glorious words spoken by the angels to the shepherds, “Glory to God in the
highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.” The commandments give peace,
length of days, and years of life only because the commandments describe Jesus, the
Prince of Peace, the Lord of life. Jesus is the fulfillment of the commandments. We
seek to keep the commandments because our Savior kept them for us and for our
salvation. Jesus filled up the commandments with Himself, His fear, His love, and His
trust in His heavenly Father.
This year’s Advent series has focused on the First Commandment, “You shall have no
other gods.” And the explanation of the commandment provided in the Small
Catechism, “We should fear, love, and trust in God above all things.” We’ve
considered already, in the previous two weeks, what it means to fear God and to love
God. Rather than summarize those sermons, let me encourage you to go to our dual
parish website (wyobraskalcms.org) and read the sermons posted there. All three
aspects of our relationship to God the Holy Trinity – fearing, loving, and trusting God,
are intimately connected.
The primary text for tonight’s sermon, Proverbs 3, combines all three. Vs. 3, “Let not
steadfast love and faithfulness forsake you; bind them around your neck; write them
on the tablet of your heart.” Vs. 5, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not
lean on your own understanding.” Vs. 7, “Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the
Lord, and turn away from evil.” Solomon encourages us, exhorts us to bind God’s
love and our loving response to Him around our neck and to write in upon our hearts.
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God’s love goes with us everywhere, no matter what. His love is ornament we wear
around our neck and it’s the strength and courage of our heart. The true fear we have
for Him compels us to avoid evil. For we have too much awe and respect for Him to
indulge in evil; and we are afraid of His wrath. The entire Christian life is summed up
in that short, memorable phrase, “We should fear, love, and trust in God above all
things.” Let us consider trusting in God above all things.
King Solomon wrote to his son (vs. 5–6a), “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and
do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him…” These
beautiful words apply to us Christians even though none of us are princes and
princesses who will hold royal power over a nation. To trust in God is to place
absolute confidence in His goodness, His love, and His ability to care for us and to
provide for our good. The psalmist David, who taught Solomon about trust in God,
wrote in Psalm 27:1–5 about the absolute confidence and security believers have in
God.
1

The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The LORD is the
stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?
2
When evildoers assail me to eat up my flesh, my adversaries and foes, it is
they who stumble and fall.
3
Though an army encamp against me, my heart shall not fear; though war arise
against me, yet I will be confident.
4
One thing have I asked of the LORD, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in
the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the
LORD and to inquire in his temple.
5
For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of trouble; he will conceal me
under the cover of his tent; he will lift me high upon a rock.
It doesn’t matter whether it be external conflicts like war or oppression from an
enemy. Nor internal struggles – spiritual, mental, emotional, etc., that attack our heart
and soul. The believer says, “yet I will be confident. The Lord is the stronghold of my
life; of whom shall I be afraid?” We have absolute and unswerving confidence in
God. We trust in Him above all things. The things, events, and people that would try
to rob us of our trust in God will ultimately fail. For God is faithful. His character, His
nature, His love and grace are the foundation and basis of our trust in Him. Trust in
the Lord with all your heart, says Solomon.
Such absolute, uncompromising confidence in God will never be misplaced or put
shame. King David said that very thing in Psalm 22:5, “…in you they (i.e., the
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fathers) trusted and were not put to shame.” Let me state it again, to trust in God is
have an absolute bold confidence in God.
Trusting in God above all things is not something we do on our own strengths or
merits. Because of man’s fall into sin, he is, by nature, unable to fear, love, or trust in
God. Though there are some subtle differences between the biblical word faith and
trust, both are gifts of God. Listen to the apostle Paul in Ephesians 2:8, “For by grace
you are saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.”
Only Christians can trust in God because God has given them the gift of faith through
the holy Gospel. The Christian’s ability to trust in God above all things, that is, our
ability to have an absolute confidence in God is only possible because the Holy Spirit
has given us saving faith in Jesus.
What is the natural tendency of man? To lean on his own understanding. King
Solomon warned us against this. Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean
on your own understanding (vs. 5). He coupled that warning in with “Be not wise in
your own eyes; fear the Lord, and turn away from evil” (vs. 7). We live in a very
skeptical age. Prove it to me. Show me the data. I’ll believe it when I see it. Our
health care, educational, and much of our governmental systems are built upon the
principle of “evidence-based strategies.” With this kind of thinking – separated from
God’s Word, can lead to almost anything. Show enough evidence and just about
anything can be rationalized and justified. But God’s Word teaches us that we are to
have a higher standard. An absolute trust and confidence in God, His Word, and will.
We Christians are not opposed to evidence and good common sense. But they must be
subject to God’s Word.
What are the promises provided in God’s Word about trusting in the Lord and
acknowledging Him? Proverbs 3:6, 8, “He (i.e., God) will make straight your
paths…It (i.e., fearing and trust in God) will be healing to your flesh and refreshment
to your bones.” The Bible teaches us that when our spiritual life in order, such as
fearing, loving, and trusting in God above all things, there is frequently a physical
benefit or blessing. Our way of life will be straight rather than crooked and torturous
because we trust in the Lord and live according to His righteous ways. The truth is,
His ways are higher than our ways. His thoughts are higher than our thoughts (Is.
55:9). Trusting in God brings healing to our flesh and refreshment to our bones. IN
the Small Catechism, Martin Luther beautifully connected the spiritual blessing of
trusting in God to give the forgiveness of sins in the Lord’s Supper with life and
salvation experienced in this life! He wrote, “These words, ‘Given and shed for you
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for the forgiveness of sins,’ show us that in the Sacrament forgiveness of sins, life,
and salvation are us through these words. For where there is forgiveness of sins, there
is also life and salvation.” Do you want to experience the fullness of life and
salvation? Trust in God above your doctors, counselors, administrators, coaches,
bosses, etc., and seek His Word and Sacraments first, as your greatest source of life
and salvation. Follow their wise guidance in their respective areas of expertise. But
trust in God above all things. Such confidence in God will make your path straight; it
will give healing to your flesh and refreshment to your bones.
King Solomon, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, also taught that trusting in
God with your financial well-being will also be beneficial. He wrote, “Honor the Lord
with your wealth and with the firstfruits of all your produce; then your barns will be
filled with plenty, and your vats will be bursting with wine” (vs. 9–10). This goes
against leaning on your own understanding or conventional human wisdom. Financial
counselors, at least those who do not give their guidance under complete submission
to God’s Word, will teach you to make other financial obligations your first priority.
Things like paying bills, food, rent, clothing, health care, investments, education,
retirement, and so forth should be considered first! Only after those things are tended
to should money and resources be given to charities and churches. Worldly counselors
teach honoring and trusting in God with your finances should come at the bottom of
the list of priorities.
But Solomon taught us the very opposite. Honor the Lord with your wealth and your
firstfruits…then your barns will be filled and your vats bursting with wine.
Remember, we are talking about trusting in God above all things! We mustn’t hear
these words as some kind of investment strategy or a profitable financial transaction.
God forbid. We demonstrate our trust in God first by taking care of the things He has
given to us. The gospel, the Church, God’s people, our family in addition to our other
obligations. Somehow, we trust that He will prosper our lives even when we give
away our resources to the Church, to support the Gospel, and Christ’s ministry. The
author of Hebrews, in 13:5–6, encouraged the Christians of his day with these words
regarding money:
5

Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have,
for he has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.” (Joshua 1:5) 6So we
can confidently say (Psalm 118:6), “The Lord is my helper; I will not fear;
what can man do to me?”

5

Trusting in God above all things includes not only the eternal things of the world to
come such as forgiveness, the in-dwelling of the Spirit, the resurrection, and eternal
life. But also our day-to-day lives in this world. Family, health, jobs, government,
literally everything. We trust in God above all things, persons, and authorities. He is
our joy and our confidence.
Trust in the Lord will all your heart (Prov. 3:5)for the LORD is my light and my
salvation; whom shall I fear? The LORD is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I
be afraid? (Ps. 27:1) The grace and virtue of the Lord Christ be with you all as your
fear, love, and trust in God above all things. To God alone be all glory, honor, and
praise…
 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 19, 2021
Text: John 1:19–28
Grace be to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Last Sunday, we heard our Lord’s words of praise and commendation of John the
Baptist. John was the greatest man ever born. He was no reed shaken in the wind. Nor
was he some soft, effeminate man clothed in the luxury. He was the voice crying in
the wilderness preparing the way for the Messiah. John was the last and the greatest of
the Old Testament prophets. A great man indeed.
And this is what we know about his early life. He was miracle baby born to elderly
Zechariah and Elizabeth; there are a number of similarities between Abraham and
Sarah and Zechariah and Elizabeth. Sarah and Elizabeth were both barren and too old
to give birth to children. And yet, the Lord God of heaven and earth chose them to
give birth to promised sons in their old age. Sarah gave birth to Isaac, whose birth and
near death on Mount Moriah, foreshadow the birth and death of the Lord Jesus.
Elizabeth gave birth to John, the forerunner of the Messiah prophesied by Isaiah and
Malachi. John the Baptist was the cousin of Jesus who leaped in his mother’s womb
when the pregnant Mary came to visit Elizabeth.
We know nothing of John’s life after his birth except that he will be great before the
Lord, that he was filled with the Holy Spirit while in his mother’s womb, and that he
was not to consume wine or strong drink (Luke 1:15). At about 30 years of age, he
suddenly appeared in the Judean dessert. He wore a leather belt and dressed in
camel’s hair, ate wild honey and locust, preached repentance to the righteous and
unrighteous alike, to political leaders and peasants. Listen to Luke’s summary of
John’s preaching (Luke 3:7–9):
(John) said therefore to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, “You
brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bear fruits in
keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have
Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up
children for Abraham. 9Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree
therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.”
7
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Those who heard his preaching with repentance and faith, also received a baptism for
the forgiveness of sins. All the while, John pointed people to Jesus when John said,
“I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of
whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit
and fire” (Luke 3:16),
16

and
“Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! 30This is he of
whom I said, ‘After me comes a man who ranks before me, because he was before
me.’ 31I myself did not know him, but for this purpose I came baptizing with water,
that he might be revealed to Israel….32“I saw the Spirit descend from heaven like a
dove, and it remained on him. 33I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to
baptize with water said to me, ‘He on whom you see the Spirit descend and
remain, this is he who baptizes with the Holy Spirit’(John 1:29–33).
29

In some very broad stokes I have summarized the remarkable life and ministry of John
the Baptist, the man who Jesus says is the greatest ever born. What do you think of
him? The Jewish leaders of John’s day didn’t seem to care for him too much. He did
call them a “brood of vipers!” At any rate, we learn from today’s gospel reading that
they sent a delegation out to John in order to see and understand better what’s going
on. They asked him, “Who are you?” (vs. 19). John doesn’t tell them who he is, only
who he isn’t. “I am not the Christ” (vs. 20).
Ok. “What then? Are you Elijah? (vs. 21). You sure look and act like him. Malachi’s
prophecy said Elijah would return before the days of the Messiah (Malachi 4:5–6).
John’s answer, “I am not” (vs. 21). Ok. “Are you the Prophet?” (vs. 21). This question
referred back to a prophecy given by Moses stating that a Prophet would arise who
would have the very words of God in his mouth (Deut. 18:15–19), today’s Old
Testament reading. John’s answer is a simple “No.”
Have you ever had a conversation with someone like this? You ask questions and all
you get are “no”, “not really.” And you stand there perplexed on how to engage this
person. That’s probably how the Jews felt. Look at vs. 22, “Who are you? We need to
give an answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” John isn’t
interested in talking about himself. But if you must know something than listen to
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Isaiah’s prophecy, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight
the way of the Lord’” (vs. 23).
The Jewish delegation aren’t satisfied. If you aren’t the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the
Prophet, then why are you baptizing all these people (vs. 25)? You can’t go off doing
things like this without some good reason. John’s answer points away from himself to
Christ, “I baptize with water, but among you stands one you do not know, even he
who comes after me, the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie” (vs. 26–27).
John basically says: Stop worrying about who I am. Get ready for One who is far
superior to me; I am not worthy to be His lowest slave. This is John’s witness to
Jesus. He’s the Lord. He’s greatly exalted above any of His servants, even greater
than the prophets. He’s coming. And you’d better be ready when He gets here. For
this reason, repent of your sins and be baptized for the forgiveness of those sins.
All those details about John’s miraculous birth, his lineage, his strange clothing and
unusual living habits are all inconsequential if we don’t understand them in reference
to being ready for Jesus. He’s the main thing!! Nothing else matters except being
ready for Jesus.
Everything that is essential about John the Baptist is what the Church needs. You
would do well, dear saints of God, to require me to be more like John. I’m not talking
about eating locust and wild honey or wearing camel’s hair and a leather belt. Those
aren’t the essentials. It’s John’s preaching; his preparing the way for people to meet
Jesus. Pastor, above everything else, preach Jesus. Not just about Him. But Jesus, the
Lamb of God, dwelling in our midst to take away our sins. Immanuel, God with us in
Christ. No matter the cost, whether the message is popular or not. Preach Jesus. Make
straight the way of the Lord Jesus by faithfully administering His Sacraments as He
commands. Be faithful in season, out of season in your ministry. When the crowds
gather or when there are only two or three. Magnify the Lord Jesus in our midst.
Our day is one in which pastors are expected to be salesmen, politicians, charismatic
leaders who project a winning attitude and attract winners to themselves. But that’s
not what John did. The Lord Jesus didn’t commend John for being the greatest of the
prophets because he flattered the crowd with smooth words devoid of repentance,
grace, and salvation. John was strange. But his message was clear. Christ Jesus has
come. Make ready for the coming of the Lord to our hearts, our homes, into the
deepest recesses of our soul. Be ready for His coming again on the Last Day. And yes,
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be ready for the day when death comes. As it will come to us all unless Jesus return in
glory beforehand. John is the standard of preaching and preparation for pastors,
congregations, and all Christian believers. So pastor, testify to Jesus in church, at
home, in the community, on vacation; in every thought word and deed, witness to
Jesus. Call everyone to repentance and faith, the high and mighty as well as the lowly.
And baptize sinners for the forgiveness of sins. That’s you’re noble calling.
And yet I would remind you that John is also the model for each of us in our royal
priesthood. The church is John the Baptist of these end times, calling sinners to
repentance and baptism, preparing the way of the Lord in advance of His second
advent in glory. You are witnesses to the Christ who enlightens your hearts and minds
through the power of the Holy Spirit. Your witness is not about yourself – your life,
your decisions, your feelings. Those are really quite irrelevant. John didn’t talk about
Gabriel visiting his faith Zechariah, his muteness for not believing Gabriel’s message,
nor the hopelessness of his father and mother being childless into advanced old age.
Be the voice pointing men, women, and children to Jesus. The Lord is near. Prepare
His way witnessing to Jesus in thought, word, and deed.
May the encouragement of the apostle Paul be with you all as we bring this sermon to
its conclusion: Rejoice in the Lord Away; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your
reasonableness be known to everyone. The Lord Jesus is at hand.
 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
Christmas Eve
December 24, 2021
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 unique and distinctive characteristics of Christianity is its connection to
history. Take, for example, God the Father almighty sending the angel Gabriel to
Mary, a young woman living in the small town of Nazareth in Galilee, the northern
regions of Israel. Luke’s gospel tells us this angelic visitation took place in the sixth
month of Elizabeth’s miraculous pregnancy; she and her husband Zechariah were very
old, well past child bearing years. And yet, she is pregnant with John the Baptist, the
forerunner of the Messiah. Zechariah was a priest of God serving in Jerusalem during
the reign of Herod, the King of Judea (37 BC–4 AD). The great and mighty works of
God took place within real geographical places among real people living at specific
times in history. Mary was of the house and lineage of King David, the greatest king
in Israel’s history. She lived in Nazareth of Galilee, sixty miles north of Jerusalem.
Her unique and remarkable pregnancy took place during the reign of the Roman
Emperor Caesar Augustus (27 BC-14 AD) when Cyrenius was governor of Syria.
All these names, dates, and places are a powerful and necessary reminder that God
Almighty works His gracious will within the parameters He established for human
life. The Christmas events we celebrate tonight, tomorrow, and into January aren’t
fairytales which can be transferred to any time, place, and locality. Nor can they be
moved to another world as we see in so many of the fantasy movies popular today.
Christmas is rooted and grounded in the real events of human life.
We Christians need to be reminded that the God we worship and adore is the Lord of
history. That includes our particular, personal histories. He is the sovereign King of
kings and Lord of lords over the universe, and our place within it. The real-life,
historic details surrounding Christ’s birth teach us that God’s purposes for His people
are not random. All of human history is ordered; it has meaning, significance, and
purpose. God the Father raised up Caesar Augustus to be the ruler over the Roman
Empire so that Jesus could be born at the right time and place to the right family in
Israel. Though he was a pagan ruler who did not believe in the one true God of Israel,
the Lord used Caesar mightily to fulfill His saving purposes for the world. The apostle
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Paul says in Galatians 4:4, “When the fullness of time had come, God sent forth His
Son, born of a woman…” In the fullness of time, that is, at the right, perfect time, God
the Father sent His eternal Son to be born of a very specific woman. Some 30 years
later, the Lord Christ would take your sins and the sins of the world to a cross
appointed for Him by another political ruler, Pontius Pilate. Nothing was left to
chance. Such is the care and attention God gives to you and your salvation.
Why do I give such attention to history during a Christmas Eve service? What does
the historic circumstances surrounding Christ’s birth have to do with our annual
celebration of Christmas? To begin with, we are celebrating an actual human birth.
Because of Caesar’s decree of taxation, Joseph and Mary had to travel 60 miles to
Bethlehem during the ninth month of her pregnancy, not a very convenient time to be
walking or riding a donkey, in order to fulfill their civic obligations to the Roman
Empire. Mary gave birth to Jesus in a manger because the inns were all full with
multitudes of people returning to their hometown in obedience to Caesar’s decree.
All the joyous Christmas hymns and carols we sing are based upon this history. To
sing them without knowing what took place some 2,000 years ago would be to sing
with little or no understanding. What Child is This? The eternal Son of God became
fully and completely man, a male infant living in the virgin womb of His mother
Mary, who lived in Nazareth, was visited by an angel, had to travel to Bethlehem and
gave birth to her divine Son in a manger filled with animals because Caesar Augustus
was the emperor over the Roman Empire. Silent Night? Shepherds visited Mary,
Joseph, and the newborn Jesus because they were tending their flocks by night in the
fields surrounding Bethlehem. Hark the Herald Angel Sing? Angels appears to those
shepherds to proclaim the good news that Christ was born. How would they find the
Christ Child, the Savior of the world, in the midst of all the people of Bethlehem? He
is the newborn Son lying in a manger with Mary and Joseph. Manger scenes, the
sharing of gifts, stars and lights on Christmas trees are meaningless symbols without
knowing this real, human history. We sing and rejoice because God the Son was born
in real time and history to save us from the degradation of sin and judgment unto
eternal condemnation.
The Child born to Mary in Bethlehem’s manger, is the Son of God. He is the Lord
over all human history coming into our history to be our Savior. We Christians need
to be reminded time and time again that our Savior is Lord over the details of our life.
In this truth, we should rejoice exceedingly. There is nothing happening in your life
that is outside the guidance, direction, and plan of your Savior. He is the one who
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entered into our time and took upon Himself our nature for the express purpose of
being our Lord and Savior. The angel said to 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.” Pay close attention
to those words, “For unto you is born this day … a Saviour, Christ the Lord.”
Dear people of God, Christ came for you in time and history because you have a very
specific history, a family, unique skills, talents, and abilities. You have very specific
sins that need the complete atonement that only the shed blood of Jesus can provide.
Christ, the incarnate Son of God, came for you by being born of His mother on a
specific day in Bethlehem during the Caesar’s reign, as she was fulfilling her civic
duties. That history is now your history because Jesus came for you. Not to hurt or
abuse you. We human beings do that to ourselves and among ourselves all too easily.
Evil and misery come readily and cheaply. But in the fullness of time, God the Father
sent His Son to be born of a woman to redeem you and the world. Christmas is God
coming to you in time and history in order to redeem and sanctify your time and
history.
For centuries now, scientists, philosophers, anthropologists, sociologists, political
ideologues, and so many others have been trumpeting the pernicious, evil idea that
human existence is random and meaningless. From a big bang event that didn’t have
to occur, to the mindless evolution of man from primordial beginnings, to the
rejection of human nature itself with its biological sex and need for ordered families,
to how societies form out of fear and oppression, we are told time and time again that
the only purpose anyone can have is to make it up themselves. Define yourself,
redefine yourself. Grab as much power as you can. Because in the end, everything is
meaningless. To all such ideas, the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem stands as the beacon of
truth. God created us in the beginning with purpose and meaning. Our history, though
marred by sin, death, and evil, has purpose and meaning. For God Himself came
among us to be our Savior.
The prophets of old gave witness to God’s Son coming among us. The Seed of the
woman from Genesis 3, the stump of Jesse from Isaiah 11, the Stone made without
hands which conquers all human kingdoms from Daniel 2. Jesus born in Bethlehem is
the fulfillment of these prophecies. The apostles of the Church gave witness to this
redemptive love through their ministry. That voice continues to sound out to his very
day, December 24th, 2021. Our message this evening is the same as Paul’s. In the
fullness of time, God the Father sent forth His Son, born of a woman, to be
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humanity’s Savior. We declare this day what the apostle John wrote, “In this the love
of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so
that we might live through him….God loves us and sent His Son to be the
propitiation for our sins” (I John 4:9–10).
Dear friends in Christ, God entered our history because He loves you. Christ Jesus
died on a Roman cross for your sins on Good Friday in Jerusalem. His suffering
sanctifies your sorrows and sufferings. He rose from the dead on Easter Sunday in
order to destroy the tyrannical reign of death and the devil. Christ’s death and
resurrection sanctifies your life and death. On the Last Day, Christ Jesus will come
again in glory and raise you from the dead to live forever in majesty and splendor.
Because He has sanctified your time and history, you will be able to stand before Him
and His Father by the grace of the Spirit for all eternity. This is the purpose and
meaning of Christ. Therein, we rejoice with exceedingly great joy.
Praise be to God for sending His Son in the fullness of time to be born of a Virgin
woman. Our life and history belong to Christ Jesus. Rejoice in the Lord dear saints of
God For unto you is born this day in the city of David, Christ the Lord.
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, 2021
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 apostle John described the coming of Jesus in sublime wonder. The very Word of
God, who was in the beginning with God, by whom and through whom all things
were made, became flesh and dwelt among us. Such is John’s Christmas account. The
Word became flesh. Eternal God entered into time and history by become flesh.
God became fully and completely man. And not just any man. But the perfect man.
The Lord Jesus Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit in Mary’s virgin womb. He
was not corrupted with original sin. Nor did He commit any sin. His obedience to His
Father’s Word and will was absolutely perfect. Every thought, word, and deed. For
not only did He actually do His Father’s will but He avoided every form of
disobedience. The Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God now in human flesh, is the
perfect man.
What Adam failed to be and do in the Garden of Eden, Jesus fulfilled and perfected in
His earthly life. What we have failed to be and do, Christ Jesus has made atonement
by sacrificing His flesh and blood body for us on the cross. In exchange for our sin
and disobedience, He willingly and lavishly gives us His perfect righteousness. His
perfect humanity now becomes accredited to us. Through our new birth into Christ,
we are now – wonder of wonders – the righteousness of God. Such is the glorious
mystery and overwhelming majesty of the Word made flesh and dwelling among us.
This gospel message of God becoming flesh and perfecting sinful, broken humanity is
what causes the angels in heaven long to look into, according to I Peter 1:12. The
perfection of Jesus is the great Christmas and Easter gift we receive through faith.
Glory to God in the highest. And peace to His people on earth!!
The fullness of human life and divine righteousness are found in the Lord Jesus Christ
whom God the Father in heaven sent in “the fullness of time…born of woman, born
under the law … so that we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal. 4:4–5). As we
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considered last night, eternal God entered into time and history when the Son of God
became man in Mary’s virgin womb. He redeemed and sanctified time and human
history – our very lives, when He was born of a woman. All Christians are now sons
of God through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Christmas is the commemoration of the
fullness of time revealed in the birth of Jesus.
But Christmas is also the celebration of the fullness of God now bestowed upon
humanity through the grace and truth revealed in the Lord Jesus Christ. Listen to how
the apostle John describes God’s fullness after declaring that the eternal Word became
flesh. “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). John the
Baptist gave witness to this fullness of glory when he said, “He who comes after me
ranks before me, because he was before me.” John the Baptist knew that he was the
forerunner of the Messiah. Centuries before his miraculous birth to the elderly
Zechariah and Elizabeth, the prophets Isaiah and Malachi prophesied that John, the
forerunner of the Lord, would prepare the way for the coming of the Savior. John the
Baptist was the greatest man ever born. But he himself declares about Jesus, He, that
is Jesus, ranks before me. Jesus is greater than John because Jesus is the Son of the
Father, full of grace and truth! John could never claim to be “full of grace and truth.”
Lest we loose sight of the importance of this for us and our salvation, the apostle John
immediately concludes in vs. 16, “And from his fullness we have all received, grace
upon grace.” The fullness of God’s glory and majesty. The fullness of God’s grace.
The fullness of God’s truth….all belongs to us through faith in Christ Jesus.
All truth is God’s truth. He alone is the exclusive author of the truth. For God is truth.
The Lord Jesus is the totality of truth now in human flesh. In the fullness of time, the
fullness of truth became flesh and dwelt among us. Christians have always confessed
that every discovery of the truth, whether it be in science, philosophy, politics,
literature, art and music, etc., is a discovery of God’s truth. That’s also why Christians
have always engaged in every noble and legitimate vocation and endeavor. To do so is
to learn more about the truth, that is, to learn more about Christ, the fullness of God’s
truth revealed to man.
The same must be said about grace. Every expression of grace is God’s grace. He
alone is the fullness of grace. The apostle John seems to emphasize this all the more
when he wrote, “And from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” As
you well know, grace is unmerited favor and kindness. And what do we received from
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Jesus, the enfleshed Word dwelling among us? Grace upon grace upon grace upon
grace. His unmerited favor is seen in our very existence. The Father created us
through His Word by the power of the Spirit in our mother’s womb. Read again Psalm
139 to discuss the gracious wonder of the Spirit intricately forming us, knitting us
together, in our mother’s womb. Simply beautiful and marvelous. And it is by God’s
grace alone that we are saved through faith in Jesus. Not of works lest any man should
boast. Our entire Christian confession unto the forgiveness of sins, the reception of the
Holy Spirit in our hearts and minds, the hope of eternal life, and the sure confidence
of standing before the judgment seat of God without shame is a pure gift of God’s
unmerited favor. And our day-to-day Christian life of faith and obedience is lived
under God’s grace. We are Christians in all that we do. Fathers, mothers, sons,
daughters, students, workers, citizens. Everything we do is a work of God’s grace in
our lives. The fullness of Christ without reservation or diminution, is our inheritance
through faith and new birth in Christ Jesus, our Lord and Savior.
Earlier in this sermon I said, “The perfection of Jesus is the great Christmas and
Easter gift we receive through faith.” To that wondrous statement I now must add,
“The fullness of Jesus is the great Christmas and Easter gift we receive through faith.”
Perfection and fullness. Can there be any greater gifts!
In the fullness of time, the perfect man filled with grace and truth came among us to
be our Savior. His name is Jesus, Son of God and Son and Mary. Born in Bethlehem’s
manger to the praise and adoration of shepherds and angels. May the perfection and
fullness of Christ Jesus be with you always.
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.

1

Pastor Kenneth Mars
St. John’s & Immanuel Lutheran Churches – Kimball, NE & Burns, WY
First Sunday after Christmas
December 26, 2021
Text: Galatians 4:1–7
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One of the great joys of the Christmas season is hearing the various Biblical accounts
of Jesus’ birth. Christmas Eve usually focuses on the birth of Jesus as described in
Luke’s gospel. That’s where we learn about the angel Gabriel visiting Mary to
announce that she will give birth to the Son of God. From Luke we learn about the
world-wide taxation, Mary and Joseph’s journey to Bethlehem, the inns being full
requiring that Christ Jesus be born in a manger. Finally, we learn that angels visited
shepherds and sang the glorious message that Christ the Savior was born. Those
shepherds visited the Holy Family in obedience to the angelic visitation.
The birth of Christ according to Matthew’s gospel is usually read on Christmas Eve.
There we learn that Joseph was having a hard time accepting Mary’s pregnancy and
wanted to break their betrothal. In those days, it required a legal divorce to dissolve an
engagement or betrothal. But an angel of God visited Joseph in a dream. He told
Joseph that Mary had been faithful to him and the child in her womb was conceived
by the Holy Spirit. Her child was, in fact, Immanuel, God with us, as prophesied by
the prophet Isaiah. The angel commanded Joseph to do two things: first, fulfill his
commitment to Mary and take her as his wife though they were not to have sexual
relations until after Christ’s birth. Second, he was to name her child Jesus because, the
angel said, Mary’s Son will save His people from their sins. Joseph faithfully obeyed
God’s commands.
On Christmas Day, we consider the lofty description of Christ’s incarnation through
John’s gospel. John begins, not with world-wide taxations or angelic visitations to
Joseph and Mary, but in eternity. In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God and the Word was God. John then summarizes the incarnation of the Word
in one powerful sentence, “And the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.” Jesus
is the Word made flesh. As the incarnate Word of God, He possessed the fullness of
God’s grace and truth. He alone is the life and light of man.
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Mark’s gospel begins with the adult Jesus and John the Baptist. He skips the infancy
of Jesus altogether. So we have all four gospels covered, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John.
But what about the New Testament epistles? Well, the topic of God becoming man is
remarkably sparse. There isn’t much. Paul writes, in I Timothy 3:16:
16

Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: (God) was manifested
in the flesh, vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the
nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory.
The author of the book of Hebrews writes in 2:14–15:
14

Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself (Christ)
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.
And then in chapter 10:5:
Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, “Sacrifices and
offerings you have not desired, but a body have you prepared for me…
5

By and large, the New Testament epistles do not discuss the history or the events of
Christ’s incarnation. Rather, they assert that Christ Jesus is the Son of God, the Lord,
the Savior, and mediator between God and man.
But there is one verse that I have used as an overarching idea for the Christmas Eve
and Christmas Day services. It’s from today’s epistle text. Galatians 4:4, “But when
the fullness of time had come, God sent for this Son, born of woman, burn under the
law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as
sons.” At the right, perfect time, God the Father sent His eternal Son to this earth to be
born of a Virgin Woman, Mary of Nazareth in Galilee. God’s Son entered into our
time and history in order to redeem our time and history.
For we sinful human being needed redemption from sin, death, and misery. Our time
and history were corrected when Adam and Eve disobeyed God and ate of the
forbidden fruit. Sin entered the world and consequently, death. The day you eat of it,
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you shall surely die was the warning God gave to our original parents. God did not
ignore His warning. Mankind needed redemption.
Redemption is a very common biblical word. We call Christ Jesus our Lord and
redeemer. There’s a great hymn entitled, “Christ is the World’s Redeemer.” The
Biblical doctrine of redemption basically teaches that a significant and costly act must
be performed in order to release the guilty party from a just penalty. God told Adam
and Eve that if they ate of the forbidden fruit, they would die. That action will receive
a just penalty, death. Mankind needs redemption from sin and its final consequence,
death in body and soul for eternity. God’s Son entered into our time and history in
order to perform that costly and significant act of redemption. It began when He was
born of a woman. Matthew, Mark, and John fill in the glorious details of what Christ
being born of Mary in Bethlehem of Judea.
But Christ’s birth in Bethlehem’s manger was the act of redemption. It only made our
redemption possible. For, as we heard from Hebrews, if the Son of God was to redeem
humanity, he had to take upon himself our human nature. God’s Son partook of our
flesh and blood nature so that He could destroy the work of him who has the power of
death, that is, the devil (Heb. 2:14). The redemption of mankind was finally and
forever completed when the flesh and blood Son of God cried out in again and pain on
Calvary’s cross, “It is finished” (John 19:30). Three days later, the revelation that
Jesus had in fact, redeemed the world from sin, death, and the devil was made known
in His bodily resurrection from the tomb. The redemption price was paid in full by
Christ Jesus. Mankind was redeemed from the law’s condemnation, “the soul that sins
shall surely die” so that now, all who look to Jesus in faith and love are now adopted
sons of God, according to Galatians 4:4. Christmas is about the fullness of time
manifested in coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.
And yet there is one final wrinkle to God being born of a woman in the fullness of
time that I want us to consider briefly. Otherwise, today’s Gospel reading from Luke 2
won’t make any sense. Up to this point in my sermon, I have really only described
Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem and His death and resurrection. Basically Christmas and
Easter. But what about the intervening 33 years of Jesus’ life?! Those years are also
part of man’s redemption from the law.
Today’s gospel text begins with “When the time came….” There you have another
reference to time. The eternal, time-transcending God is now bound to time because
He has taken upon Himself our human nature. The Old Testament Law of Moses
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required that 4-day old infant boys be presented before the Lord in order that
sacrifices can be made on their behalf. Joseph and Mary take the 40-day old Jesus to
Jerusalem’s temple to offer the required sacrifices of either two turtledoves or two
pigeons (vs. 24). The incarnate Son of God cannot – He may not, ignore God’s Law.
Rather, He fulfills it. He keeps it for us so that we human beings who live under the
Law’s curse – the soul that sins shall die, might be redeemed.
The entirety of Christ’s life is redemptive. He redeems our conception in our mother’s
womb, our birth, our life within a family, our infancy and adolescence, as well as our
mature adulthood. Christ Jesus redeems our sufferings and sorrows, our joy and
successes. Finally, He redeems our death by dying and rising again. There is nothing
in our life and history that is left outside of His redemptive life and love. Christ Jesus
truly is the world’s redeemer; He’s your redeemer.
Through faith in Him, you receive the new birth of the Spirit. The waters of your
baptism give you all of Christ’s redemptive work. His conception, birth, life, death
and resurrection; His righteousness, the Spirit of new life, and the hope of resurrection
on the Last Day. Jesus withhold nothings from you. He gives you everything. All
believers are now sons of God. Paul powerfully writes, “So you are no longer a slave,
but a son, and if a son, then and heir thought God” (vs. 7).
We sing and rejoice during Christmas and throughout the year because in the fullness
of time, God the Father sent forth His Son to be born of a woman. And as God and
man, Jesus redeemed us from all the evils that afflict this world. Praise be to Christ for
his redemption. Let us always sing boldly and joyfully and live confidently in Christ
Jesus.
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.

