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2nd Last Sunday of the Church Year ~ Series B ~ November 19, 2006

Fix Your Eyes on Jesus

The text for today is our Epistle, Hebrews 12:1-2, which has already been read.

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


They dragged Stephen before the Council with charges of blasphemy.  False witnesses testified, “This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and against the law… We have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs Moses handed down to us.”

The members of the Council looked at their prisoner intently.  Perhaps they could see some sign of repentance.  Maybe they had scared him enough to cease his scandalous preaching.  Instead, “they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.”  Filled with the Holy Spirit, Stephen’s countenance shown with supernatural radiance and power.

The high priest asked, “Are these charges true?”  Stephen used the opportunity to witness to his faith.  Taking them through Scripture, Stephen reminded them of God’s promises, and how the people of Israel had consistently rejected His grace during the days of the patriarchs, Moses, and the kings.  

Turning the tables, Stephen put his accusers on the defense:  “You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears!  You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!  Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute?  They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One.  And now you have betrayed and murdered Him—you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.”

By now, they had heard enough.  Furious, they ground their teeth in suppressed rage.  But Stephen was not finished.  Full of the Holy Spirit, he looked toward heaven and saw the glory of God.  “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.”

Pandemonium broke loose.  All legal formalities were cast aside as mob rage and violence suddenly took control.  Covering their ears and yelling at the top of their voices, they rushed at him, and dragged him out of the city.

It was a horrible, bloody scene.  The witnesses cast their robes aside so they could throw the first stones unencumbered by their clothing or consciences.  Others joined in the melee.  The stones fell again and again with sickening thuds, crunching bones and tearing flesh.  As they did, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”  Falling to his knees, he cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”  And having said this, he fell asleep. 


In the midst of terrible suffering, Stephen knew that no matter what his enemies did to him, Jesus had already prepared a place for him in heaven.  St. Paul described this heavenly place as he wrote to Jesus’ followers in Corinth: “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.  So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen.  For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:17-18).  Stephen fixed his eyes on Jesus.


At 11:30 p.m., Marge closed the checkbook.  “Balanced it again!” she noted with tired triumph.  Richard had always kept the household accounts, but after several checks bounced, Marge had to take over.  All the tasks which Richard had ably handled for decades had fallen to her care one by one until now she was responsible for everything.


He had gone to bed an hour earlier, so she got up to look in on him.  They had opted for separate rooms to allow them both to sleep.  This of course contributed to their loss of intimacy.  Kind kisses were all Richard could give or receive now.  With a smile, she watched him as he slept.  She could almost imagine he was the same old Richard rather than the continually more confused Richard who required increasing attention.


Marge stepped into the living room and rested wearily on the sofa.  From the coffee table she lifted a prize possession.  To help Richard face the impending gloom of forgetfulness, they had made a scrapbook highlighting events and accomplishments of his life.  Marge noted a thick layer of dust on the scrapbook.  Perfect housekeeping had gone by the wayside, but that isn’t what troubled Marge.


“Apparently,” she said to herself, “he hasn’t looked at this book in a couple months.  He hardly knows anymore that he’s the man who did these things and lived these days.  Some days I’m not sure if he even remembers who I am.”


A thought from a recently read article came to her mind: “Alzheimer’s is a funeral that never ends.”  “That describes it, all right,” she sobbed.  “I’ve been mourning for four years, and it’s going to drag on and on, maybe for longer than I can bear.”  She wept despondently until the mantle clock chimed midnight.


She needed to compose herself.  So she opened the scrapbook to her most treasured item, Richard’s last love letter, written for their 42nd anniversary.  Here and there a dried teardrop punctuated his painstaking scrawl.


“I don’t want to burden you.  But it can’t be avoided.  So maybe this letter from your beau will help lighten the weight whenever you read it.  After 42 years how can I describe you, Marge?  Loving.  Faithful.  Diligent.  Supportive.  In future years I will grow more and more dim.  But you will grow ever more loving, faithful, diligent, and supportive.  On this morning, I still know who you are.  So right now I want to tell you for all the future days when I will be unable, ‘Thank you, my dear!’


“At the latest Alzheimer’s support group meeting, Charlie growled, ‘I always got furious at work when we lost an important computer file.  Months of work lost!  Now that’s how I feel about me.  In a couple more years, all the great stuff stored in my cranium will be erased!  Obliterated!  Irretrievable!  Gone forever!’  His words really depressed me.  Then I remembered that a good computer technician can recover lost files.  We have a Technician like that.  I will probably forget who I am.  But God never will.


“The greatest benefit—maybe the only one—of my having Alzheimer’s is that it forced us to come to terms with the Lord.  No matter how our minds and bodies may fail, He remembers.  And He promises that someday He will restore us to our true selves.  Marge, because God made that promise through His Son Jesus Christ, I promise you this: On the day we are raised to life and restored, I will see you and know you again.  In the meanwhile, fix your eyes on Jesus.”  


Shawn was known as a good ol’ boy.  It seemed like wherever he went a party started.  He loved the excitement.   But those who knew him best knew Shawn as one who frequently lost control over his drinking.  His former friends were embarrassed by his behavior.  It seemed like he would never grow up.

His remaining friends were drinking buddies who drank like he did.  


Shawn’s second marriage was threatened by this loss of control.  His words and actions went out of control when he abused alcohol.  His first wife left as a result.  And his two children struggled, not knowing how to deal with their father’s changing moods.  Shawn’s drinking also hurt the family finances, which only made the tension worse.  There was always money for alcohol, but bills went unpaid.  Money for shared family time was rarely a priority.


The second drunk driving charge was the beginning.  Now Shawn was required to attend counseling.  Though he fought it at first—since he did not feel he had a problem—he came to understand that his alcohol pattern was leading to far too many losses in his life.  He was ready to make the changes necessary to have real joy and peace.  Shawn stood ready to work on his relationships with himself, others, and God.


He began by admitting himself to a treatment facility.  After completing the program he joined Alcoholics Anonymous.  In their 12-Step Program, Shawn learned of the necessity to have “conscious contact with God, as we understood Him…” But exactly how should “God” be understood?

Shawn went on a journey of searching.  Most of the gods he encountered required effort on his own part—steps he had to follow, rules he had to keep.  And around every corner he found defeat, for he continuously made mistakes; he continuously let himself… and others… down.  After all, everything that had led to his repeated use of alcohol didn’t just suddenly go away.  And he was far from equipped to handle them on his own.  Where was the one true God who could deliver on the promises, who could truly be counted on as the ultimate source of strength and hope?  The one who would help him overcome the problems that already existed and the ones yet to come?

Then he encountered others struggling through recovery who told him about the Triune God, the Christian God, who is one God in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Shawn discovered something amazing about this God that was different than all the others.  He no longer needed to depend on what he, himself, could accomplish; instead, he could rely on what God had already done for him through His Son Jesus Christ.  It was no longer completely up to him—someone would be there to hold him up, comfort him, forgive him, and love him… mistakes and all.  Shawn would fix His eyes on Jesus. 

A dozen women’s magazines lined the checkout aisle at the grocery story, each cover announcing the latest formula for being a beautiful woman, the ideal mom, or a successful career-woman.  Impulsively, Sharon slipped one into her cart, hoping that at last she’d found the secret that would make her slim, competent, alluring, and assertive as she thought she should be.  The pictures were so bright, the people so appealing, it was hard not to believe them.


A part of her already knew she was doomed to disappointment.  Once she got home and settled down in a comfortable chair with a cup of tea, she’d look inside and discover the articles and ads were promoting a new deodorant or lipstick color, or rehashed advice she’d heard a hundred times before.  If you hope to achieve lasting success, the headline implied, you must meet certain expectations, adopt certain values and attitudes.  You must be out there aggressively proving your worth by conquering fat, keeping a mate, or impressing the boss.


Most of this advice sounded pretty good on the surface.  Like most people today, Sharon wanted to feel comfortable and confident in every area of her life: physically, socially, emotionally, and financially.  But she struggled with trying to fit the different facets of her life together—woman, friend, daughter, sister, wife, mother, employee, teacher, artist, nurturer, counselor.  She was afflicted with a nagging sense of unworthiness.  She felt she could never measure up and wondered why perfection was such an elusive target.  


Feeling overwhelmed by the emptiness of her life, Sharon decided to stop trying to “find the light” according to the way she thought it should happen and the way the world was telling her she must.  She asked God to help her become the person He intended her to be, to teach her how to love and forgive the people in her life who had caused her pain, to help her live in a world where joy and suffering don’t always make sense.


Within a week of praying this prayer, Sharon met two students on campus who asked her if she wanted to know Jesus Christ.  “Yes, I do!” she unexpectedly replied.  She discovered that God came to earth as a person, as Jesus, and she could know Him personally.  She began to realize that she didn’t have to try to “find herself” or to create some source of value in her life.  Jesus knew her completely as she was, and His gift of unconditional love gives her worth no matter how she felt, or how she looked, or whether she’d had a good day or bad day.


It was wonderfully strange to discover God had been patiently waiting for her all along.  Jesus was not a distant religious ideal but a real person whom she could know, serve, and love with her whole heart.  It was as if the sun had come up for the first time and she was seeing life with new eyes when Sharon learned to fix her eyes on Jesus.    


Stephen was not the first to suffer for the Christian faith.  Countless Old Testament prophets suffered abuse for the sake of proclaiming God’s Word.  Millions have suffered, even been martyred for the faith.  Other Christians have suffered the ravages of disease or addictions, emotional insecurity, or the loss of loved ones, yet found real hope and true comfort.  What enabled them to hold on?  They fixed their eyes on Jesus!


He truly knows what suffering is!  At the hands of sinful man, He suffered misunderstanding, beatings, scourging, mocking, scorn, and the cruel death of the cross.  On the cross, He suffered God’s righteous wrath for sin, even suffering the torments of hell as His heavenly Father turned His back on Him.  All of this was so that we might be reconciled to God and delivered from our own suffering.  

When you think about, any suffering we might experience pales in comparison.  And knowing that Jesus came through it all with His glorious resurrection enables us to go on, knowing that at the end of the road, Christ has prepared a place for us with Him in heaven for eternity.


So fix your eyes on Jesus and His means of grace—Word and Sacrament.  Look to your Baptism where you were baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection.  In the water and Word you were made His child and sealed with His Holy Spirit unto eternal life.


Fix your eyes on Jesus in Holy Communion.  He comes to you in His holy Supper, giving you His very body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins and the strengthening of your faith.


Fix your eyes on Jesus.  Eagerly hear His Word of Absolution, where He forgives you of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.


Fix your eyes on Jesus.  Look to His holy Word.  Your suffering will likely not be as bloody and horrifying as the stoning of Stephen.  Yet, you can receive great inspiration and strength from regularly reading in God’s living Word the account of his martyrdom.  You may not see Jesus in heaven as Stephen did; yet, as St. Peter says: “Though you have not seen [Jesus], you love Him; and even though you do not see Him now, you believe in Him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls” (1 Peter 1:8-9).


Each time you are overwhelmed by your afflictions, recall the courage God gave Stephen, Marge, Shawn, and Sharon in their most trying hour.  But think especially of the suffering Jesus experienced for you.  The example of martyrs like Stephen may give you courage, but—more importantly—the suffering of Jesus has the power to uplift and uphold you in your own times of difficulty.


“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart” (Hebrews 12:1-3).  Amen.


Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

