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7th Sunday after Pentecost ~ Series C ~ July 15, 2007

God Has Rescued Us


The text for today is our Epistle lesson, Colossians 1:1-14, which has already been read.

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


In 1884, artist Winslow Homer exhibited a dramatic painting called The Life Line.  It shows a helpless, unconscious woman being lifted out of the water by an anonymous rescuer, whose face has been obscured by a scarf, as wind and waves swirl about them.  The New York Times immediately raved that this painting depicts a tragedy “taking a happy turn.”


Whether or not Homer realized it, his painting powerfully demonstrates the very essence of God’s salvation.  The “shipwreck” and “tragedy” of human sin take a “happy turn” in the rescuing work of Jesus Christ, our Savior. 


God’s gracious rescue can be better understood by first hearing the popular, heretical version of how God saves us.  People often incorrectly say that Jesus is like a lifeguard who throws out a life preserver to save sinners.  All the sinner has to do is grab onto the life preserver.  “All ya gotta do is believe!”  “Just ask Jesus to come into your heart!”


However, this is not what the Bible teaches.  In His holy Word, God says that we are not only drowning in sin, we are unable to grab on to anything!  As God lovingly tries to rescue us, we fight against Him, just like a drowning person fights against his rescuer.  This is why Lutheran baptismal rites, based on God’s Word, say we are “blind, dead, and an enemy of God.”


The belief that we can somehow assist in our salvation, or at least cooperate in our salvation denies the extent of original sin, the total corruption of our whole human nature which we have inherited from Adam through our parents.  It ignores important Bible passages that tell us of that depravity: “Every inclination of [man’s] heart is evil from childhood” (Genesis 8:21).  “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins” (Ephesians 2:1).  “The sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so” (Romans 8:7). 


Any message that leads you to trust—even in part—on your own merits or strength leads you away from your only source of salvation.  God offers the forgiveness of sins only in the Gospel, the Good News that we are freed from the guilt, the punishment, and the power of sin, and are saved eternally because of Christ’s keeping the Law and His suffering and death for us.  God “has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Colossians 1:13-14).  


Ask God to rid your mind of the heretical understanding of how He has rescued you.  You have done nothing to attain your salvation.  In His love for you, God has done everything for your salvation.  

The popular idea that we can cooperate in our salvation by grabbing onto God’s life preserver, has roots in an early heresy called Pelagianism, which makes man responsible for his own salvation!  The heretic Pelagius rejected the Scriptural truths that man is born in sin and, because of this sin, can do nothing good on his own.  Pelagius reasoned that man could respond to God’s call, if only the man would commit himself to it.  For Pelagius, salvation did not rest on God’s rescuing work, but on man’s personal commitment.


You’ll hear similar thinking today with those who talk about “making a decision for Christ.”  They will share the Gospel with you, explaining how Christ died on the cross for your sins, and then they will encourage you “decide to follow Jesus.  All you need to do is “just say the ‘Sinner’s Prayer’” and “ask Jesus to come into your heart.”  They will readily confess that Christ won our salvation on the cross… and then they add this caveat:  “Now all you have to do is to believe.”  


Do you see what they are doing?  They are turning faith into a work of man rather than a work of God in man.  Faith does not add anything to the work of Christ.  It only receives Christ.  If faith added something to the forgiveness of sins, then Jesus would not have said, “It is finished.”  Instead, He would have said, “Well, except for faith, it is finished.”


In his book, The Fire and the Staff, Klemet Preus gives a wonderful explanation of faith that helps to put this in perspective: 

“Faith is like trick-or-treating.  ‘Trick or treat!’  Those were great words.  They still are.  They are words of kids either greedy or fill of trust.  The words conjure memories both painful and pleasant.  I suppose that a literal interpretation would be that if you do not give the kids some candy, they will push over your outhouse or throw eggs at your car.  But that’s not what the words mean.  They simply mean: ‘We think that you are going to give us some candy.’


“When I went trick-or-treating for the first time, around the age of 7, I was green, a novice.  My family had just moved to the big city of St. Louis from the country.  Knowing nothing of the rules of Halloween, my ignorance showed.  My costume was cumbersome.  It was cold outside, so I had to wear a jacket over the skeleton outfit.  The string on my mask broke after the fourth house, and I somehow felt obligated not to appear at the doorsteps of any erstwhile donors without a covering, so I held my mask in place with one hand.


“At the same time I had to go to the bathroom, a condition that worsened as the evening dragged on.  My outfit was all one piece and I could not relieve myself without stripping down to my underwear, a process that modesty precluded.  So, as little boys are wont to do, I used my second hand to hold something else.  Both hands occupied, I could not offer my bag to the nice people at the doors who want to shower the coveted confections upon all the kids of the neighborhood.


“Desperate, I begged my friend, Mark, to get candy for the both of us, and he graciously complied.  Unfortunately, his bag had previously been used by his mother to haul meat from the grocery store and had sprung a particular insidious leak.  The evening’s efforts were largely lost.


“I come from a large family and practiced ‘survival of the fittest’ where any food not in the five main groups was concerned.  So my siblings shared only enough goodies to forestall the creeping guilt often associated with enjoying themselves too much in the presence of another’s pain.  

“The evening was not at all what it was cracked up to be.  The only happy note was when Mrs. Franzmann, who lived down the street, came by out of sheer pity and gave me a couple of leftover popcorn balls.  I learned a valuable lesson that night.  The bag is the most important instrument in the trick-or-treater’s arsenal.  Without it you are dead.  With it you have everything.


“The next year I used a pillowcase and had enough candy to last until Thanksgiving.  I stuffed my face with sweets until my belly swelled and my teeth rotted.  I was the happiest guy on earth and never gave the bag a second thought.


“Faith is like a trick-or-treater’s bag.  When you don’t have it, you are lost.  When you do have it, all you think about is what’s in it.  When a person does not have faith, we say, ‘They are lost.  You can’t get to heaven without faith.  Faith is necessary.’  But when a person believes, you stop talking about faith and talk only about Jesus.  The way to get a person to believe is not to discuss the importance of faith.  Instead, you have to talk about Jesus Christ and Him crucified.”


Saving faith is passive faith.  It is simply the receptacle that receives the merits of Christ and the blessings of salvation.  What do you have to do to get to heaven?  Nothing!  Christ has done everything that is necessary for your salvation.  Yet often Christians answer the question with “Ya gotta believe.  Ya gotta have faith!”  

Of course, faith is necessary for salvation.  But if you make your faith the objective rather than Christ, it’s like focusing on the trick-or-treat bag rather than the candy and goodies.  


So where does faith fit in?  Faith is not a condition that must be met.  Faith is not what we add to the equation.  Faith is not the way we get God to do something.  Faith is passive.  It offers nothing.  It contributes nothing.  Faith receives.  Faith simply receives all the gracious promises and blessings of God.


The Scriptures declare that salvation is God’s work and no one else’s: “For [God] has rescued us… and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son” (Colossians 1:13.  See also Psalm 62:1).  Again, “while we were still helpless… while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:6, 8).  Man does not work to save himself, not even a little bit!  But Jesus says, “My Father is working… and I Myself am working” (John 5:17).

Even our faith is totally God’s work and no one else’s.  Let’s go back and hear verses 3 and 4 of our text: “We always thank God the Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, because we hear of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints…”  

Did you catch that?  St. Paul thanks God the Father for the faith of the Colossians.  Their faith is a fruit of the Gospel, the same Gospel that is bearing fruit all over the world by God’s grace.  In fact, the Bible never thanks man for his faith and love, but rather God, who is the source of these virtues.     

Use that picture of the woman being rescued to clarify your Scriptural understanding of salvation.  Rejoice daily in all that God has done for you, even when you were hostile to Him (Colossians 1:21).  As you think about Winslow Homer’s painting, remember that the drowning woman has no power to cling to her rescuer.  Only her rescuer can cling to her!


In the same way, Jesus does not merely throw you a life preserver and hope that you grab it.  Rather, He is the rescuer who enters the water for you.  He breathes new life back into you.  He brings you to shore.  He clings to you, binding you to the “lifeline” of His holy Word, making certain that you are not only saved, but saved eternally.


Christ has indeed won forgiveness and salvation for the whole human race with His perfect life, suffering, death, and resurrection.  He distributes this same forgiveness in Baptism.  St. Paul writes: “[God] saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that, having been justified by His grace, we might become heirs having the hope of eternal life” (Titus 3:5-7).


In the Sacrament of the Altar, Christ gives us His own true body and blood for the forgiveness of sins.  In this blessed sacrament, Christ gives us victory over sin and hell and strength for the new life in Him.  


In the Words of Absolution, God Himself forgives our sins through the pastor.  “It is not the voice or word of the man who speaks it, but it is the Word of God, who forgives sin, for it is spoken in God’s stead and by God’s command” (AC XXV 3). 


“God has rescued us” (Colossians 1:13).  This means that salvation does not depend on any of your efforts—not even your personal decision—but solely upon God’s completed work for you in Christ: “Man can receive nothing, unless it has been given him from heaven” (John 3:27).


God wants you to know the joy and confidence of a rescued life, a life resting on the rock-solid assurance of the completed work of Jesus, “in whom we have… the forgiveness of [our sins].”  By Christ’s sin-cleansing blood, shed on the cross, and His death-defeating resurrection from the grave, God has indeed rescued you and transferred you to the eternal kingdom of His beloved Son.  

Trust Christ’s power to cling to you, rather than your power to cling to Him, and rest in the confidence that, by His strength, nothing will “separate [you] from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus [your] Lord” (Romans 8:39).  You are forgiven of all of 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. 

