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5th Sunday after the Epiphany ~ Series C ~ February 4, 2007

Your Guilt Is Taken Away


The text for today is our Old Testament lesson, Isaiah 6:1-13, which has already been read.

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


When God opens heaven, the vision is always the same, for heaven is filled with the glory of the Lord.  The worship of the angels, archangels, and all the company of heaven is eternal.  Thus, Ezekiel, John, and Isaiah describe similar visions of the throne room of God.  Each, in his own way, describes the glory of the Lord, and each reacts with fear and trembling, for one does not see the face of the Lord God and live.  It is an awesome thing to come into God’s presence!


When Isaiah saw God in all His splendor, majesty, and glory, he was not giddy.  He didn’t experience an emotional high due to his personal encounter with the almighty God.  His reaction wasn’t even one of joy, but of fear, humility, and reverence: fear, because he knew that he was a sinner in the presence of the most holy God, for nothing unholy can abide the presence of His Lord and Creator.  He saw God in all His awe-inspiring, overwhelming heavenly glory.


Isaiah found himself in the presence of the great “I Am,” Creator of all that is seen and unseen, and he saw quite clearly what he had not seen before: “Woe is me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips.”  

Isaiah saw what cannot be seen by unbelievers.  He saw what he truly was—a poor, miserable sinner, living among other sinful men and women.  He deserved destruction at the hands of God, who sat enthroned before him.  Isaiah’s conscience convicted him of his sin.  The vision of God caused Isaiah to mourn for Israel and fear for his own life.  

Isaiah realized that he and all his people were by nature dead in sin and that in them was no righteousness.  Isaiah had nothing to merit the favor of God.  He had nothing to appease His wrath and earn His forgiveness.  He stood before God in naked shame.  Isaiah was ruined.  In the brilliance of God’s glory and holiness, He knew He was utterly lost and felt his uncleanness with particular clarity.  

In our Gospel, St. Peter experienced the same thing when he found himself in the presence of God in the person of Jesus Christ.  After the first miraculous catch of fish, Peter fell down before Jesus and begged, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8).


Such is the reaction of those who get even a small glimpse of the divine nature of God.  They are crushed by the reality of their sin.  The façade of their imagined self-righteousness falls away.  The light of God’s glory reveals the darkness of their souls, all pride is removed, and they despair.  If ever man’s sinfulness stands out, it is when he is in the presence of holiness.  It is a fearful thing to be delivered into the hands of the almighty God.


But what about you?  You have come to this holy place.  You stand on holy ground.  You are in the house of the Lord—in His temple.  You have come to this place consecrated to the Lord God to be in His divine presence.  You have called upon the Lord, invoking His holy name, trusting Him to keep His promise to be in the midst of His people wherever they are gathered (Matthew 18:20).  You are in the presence of the same God with whom Isaiah could not abide.


Isaiah was not worthy to sing the song of the angels or even to see the vision before him.  He had no wings with which to hide himself, and cover His face and feet.  So, too, you are men and women of unclean lips, living in the midst of a people with unclean lips.  You are not worthy to be here in the presence of God.  How dare you sing the song of the angels or approach God’s heavenly throne?  You stand before God naked in your sin, having nothing with which to hide.


But for Isaiah an angel came forth, a seraph from the army of God, an angel who is in the temple day and night singing to the glory of the Lord.  He flew to the altar and took from it a burning coal, a remnant of the burnt offering, and placed it on Isaiah’s lips, and Isaiah’s sin was forgiven.  Isaiah was made holy like the angel, for he partook of the sacrifice that was offered in his place.  It was put on his mouth, and it made him clean.


Like Isaiah, you have had your guilt taken away.  You, too, have been made clean.  You need no animal skins to hide your guilt and shame, for in Baptism, you are clothed in the robes of Christ’s righteousness.  He who did not covet the glories of heaven came down from heaven for the salvation of His people (Phil. 2:5-8).  

And saving His people, Christ takes of what is His and makes it yours.  He has removed your filthy garments and clothed you with pure vestments (Zechariah 3:3-4).  At the same time, He sends forth His Holy Spirit, who breathes into you the power to believe and gives voice to your confession that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16).

This Jesus, who is God in the flesh, is not yet revealed to you in heaven, but in the humiliation of the crucified Christ.  The cross is the only door to heaven, and Christ is the only image of God.  This Christ is the atoning sacrifice for the sins of the world, and the cross is His throne and the glory of His Church.  Through the cross, Jesus fills the earth with His glory.  Through the cross, Jesus opens the door of heaven to you, and you pass under the bloodstained lintel and doorposts.  

The one who sees Jesus on the cross sees the almighty God and His gracious and loving mercy.  Therefore, you no longer need to mourn your sins, for just as Isaiah was made pure by the burning coal, in the Lord’s Supper the flesh that suffered the holy fire of God’s wrath for you is placed on your lips and tongue, and you are purged of your sin, made holy and righteous in God’s sight.  All the glory that was and is God is fed to you in this most holy meal.  

Therefore, you are made holy like the angel host.  Condemned no more, you stand with the angels and archangels and all the saints of heaven and sing with them the Sanctus, the threefold hymn of praise, “Holy, holy, holy.”

Such Good News ought to be shared.  One who has come into the holy presence of God and lived, can’t help but tell others of this experience.  Like Isaiah, he or she will joyfully sing the praises of God to everyone in heaven and on earth, and tell them of God’s glory and grace.  

But, whom do we tell?  With whom can we share this Good News?  

I suppose we could be content to simply sing the Sanctus with the angels and archangels, and the other saints who are gathered here in this sanctuary, as we do every time we come together to receive the Lord’s body and blood, which has atoned for our sins and removes our guilt.   

But they already know this Good News, don’t they?  They’ve already been in God’s holy presence and experienced His grace and glory.  

But there are many out there in the world who haven’t heard the Good News that their guilt is taken away for Jesus’ sake.  We have an important message to share with them—a matter of life and death… eternal life and death.  In fact, it is the same message Isaiah was called to share, for Isaiah belongs to the foundation of the prophets and apostles, on which our Christian church is built (Eph. 2:19-20).  

We, too, have forgiveness through the atoning sacrifice of the great Servant; and we, too, can hear and use the Sanctus with joy and confidence.  We can admonish the “people of unclean lips” and invite them to receive the same cleansing that we have found in the presence of the holy God.  We are the New Israel, to whom God also says, “I am the Lord who makes you holy” (Leviticus 20:8), enabling us to devote ourselves to whatever He sends us to do.

All of this is done within the context of vocation.  Pastors and missionaries are called and sent to share this message publicly on behalf of the congregation, teaching God’s Word and administering His Sacraments.  Like Isaiah, we are called to speak both God’s Law and His Gospel.  To a rebellious, stubborn people (which includes me), I am called to proclaim a word of judgment.  To God’s chosen nation, the body of Christ, the Church, I am called to proclaim God’s Word of grace and forgiveness: “Your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”  

Your calling and sending is a little bit different from mine.  While the message is always the same—“Your guilt is taken way and your sin atoned for”—it is to be done within the context of your own vocation.  You are to share this message as you naturally interact with others in your daily life.  

Today, many Christians view their most spiritual activity as having to do with the personal, pious things they do irrespective of their role in society.  Christians often think that true spirituality means having an emotional experience or an inner feeling of the presence of God.  Some think that whatever service is done in the church far transcends anything else in their lives.  But God did not put us here to be involved in the church.  He put us here to fulfill our vocation.

Just in case you thought I misspoke the first time, let me repeat: God did not put us here to be involved in the church.  He put us here to fulfill our vocation.

Peggy was a very nice woman, a mother of two little children, who believed very strongly that people needed to be told about Jesus.  She joined the evangelism team at church and every Wednesday night she’d come to church to make calls on prospective members.  Peggy was one of those people who was always late.  She would rush in at 7:45 p.m., harried and disorganized, while the evangelism training had started at 7:30.  Everyone said that her heart was in the right place.

One day after a Lenten service, she asked her pastor if she could speak to him privately.  As soon as he closed the door to his office, tears started rolling down her face.  Her pastor asked her why she was crying and what was troubling her.  “I can’t do evangelism anymore,” she sobbed.

“That’s okay,” he said.  “You can take a break from that if you want.  What happened?”

“It’s my husband,” she replied.  “He just doesn’t care about my church.  Jack knows I have to do evangelism on Wednesdays, and he went and scheduled work that night anyway.  He knows we can’t afford a babysitter.  So unless I bring my kids, I can’t do evangelism.  I signed up and made a commitment.  Now I feel guilty because he just doesn’t care.”

“Why do you feel guilty, Peggy?”

“Pastor, you know why.  Telling people about Jesus is the most important thing you can do.  It’s certainly more important than Jack’s work schedule.  And if I don’t tell them, I’m not doing the most important thing I can do.  That’s why I feel guilty.”

Her pastor thought for a couple of seconds, and then said, “Peggy, you’re right.  Telling people about Jesus is the most important thing you can do.  So I’ve got an idea.  I know a way you can tell people about Jesus and still allow your husband to work the extra night.”

She looked skeptical.  “Don’t limit your thinking to telling strangers about Jesus,” her pastor said.  “Just take the evening and tell your kids.  Read Bible stories to your kids.  Which is better, Peggy, having a little influence on many people or being the single most profound and positive influence on two precious little children and the husband you love?”

“But, Pastor,” she protested,” evangelism is the way that I want to be involved in church.  Jack doesn’t want me in church.  Aren’t I supposed to be involved?”

Her pastor’s response only increased her puzzlement.  “Peggy, your involvement in church is to listen to God’s Word.  Be here Sunday morning and bring the kids with you.  If Jack gives you grief about that, them come back and we’ll talk some more.  But on Wednesdays, stay home.  Love your kids and tell them about Jesus.  The Bible never says that you are supposed to be ‘involved’ in church.  But it does say that you are to listen to God, to train your children, and to honor your husband.  It sounds like you have enough pressures without feeling guilty about not doing evangelism.  God does not consider you guilty.”

So Peggy went home.  She slowed down and smiled more.  Her kids came to Sunday School.  Only God knows if her husband will ever become a Christian, but nevertheless, Peggy is still an “evangelist.”  Her husband and children are the chief recipients of her confession of Christ.

I’ve often heard people say that they can tell how healthy a church is by the number of cars in the parking lot at any given time.  I don’t agree.  You want a lot of cars on Sunday morning and an hour or two during the week for Bible classes and studies.  But most of the time, people are busy with their vocations.  They haven’t always got time for “church involvement.”

At the time of the Reformation, monasteries and convents were held up as God-pleasing institutions.  Pilgrimages and indulgences were seen as the greatest Christian works.  It was thought that you got into these places if you were an especially good Christian.  Back then, convents were the best way to be involved in the church.  But God did not put us on earth to be in monasteries, to be pious, or even to hang around the church.  He wants us out in the world, being salt and light to a dark, decaying world.

Luther said that we should be like Abraham.  Father Abraham followed the Word of God and lived in the world.  He suggested that every pastor should teach the Word of God in his parish; and the church should feel satisfied with the Word, Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, absolution, and solace in death and life.  Then everyone should do his duty in his civil and household activities, whether he is a servant or a master, an officer of the state or a subject.  

If we want our church to be truly “evangelical” and “evangelistic,” we will make sure that we do not lay guilt trips on people when they are not particularly involved in church activities.  Instead, we will encourage and expect God’s people to hear and study His Word regularly, receive the Sacrament often, and then fulfill their own vocation.  Continuously cleansed and empowered by God’s Word, we will be equipped for a life of service to the Lord God Almighty.  In this way, our involvement with family and society will bring about far greater blessings for others than our involvement in the church.

Please don’t misunderstand me.  I’m not seeking to give anyone an excuse to refrain from helping.  The church still needs to be cleaned, bulletins still need to be copied and folded, sidewalks have to scooped, and there are plenty of other building and maintenance projects to be completed.  And, I thank God for providing so many willing workers to do such things here at Trinity.

But please don’t think these activities are the highest priority.  If the time you have to be at church is limited, consider using a good portion of that time for hearing and studying God’s holy Word.  It is in those times, you truly receive a glimpse of heaven and are equipped for service in God’s kingdom.  

Isaiah received a glimpse of heaven.  So do you.  Every time you gather to receive God’s gifts of Word and Sacraments, you receive a glimpse of heaven, a foretaste of the eternal feast to come.  No wonder your tongue is loosed to sing God’s praise and tell of His glory.  You no longer have to tremble in fear, for you have received His mercy and cleansing grace.  How do you know?  Because you have already, this very day, heard Jesus say, “I forgive you all your sins:” in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

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

