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Advent 2 ~ Series C ~ December 6, 2009

Behold, I Send My Messenger


The text for today is our Old Testament lesson, Malachi 3:1-7b, which has already been read.

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


Like many other men and women of the Old Testament, the prophet Malachi’s name has special significance for his life and mission.  Malachi means “My messenger.”  Somewhere about 430 B.C., God called him to be His messenger to speak His word of righteous indignation and judgment upon Israel.  

About 100 years earlier, God had brought His chosen people home after a long exile in Babylon.  Hundreds of families came back to Jerusalem, eager to rebuild the temple and begin a new life under God’s care and blessing.  In time, though, the joy and gratitude faded away.  Religious leaders and people alike fell into apathy and unfaithfulness.  Worship at the temple was superficial.  Blemished animals were offered in sacrifice.  Men and women “broke faith” with their marriage covenant.  The tithe was neglected.  In general, the people of Israel were overcome by pessimism and unbelief; they felt isolated, abandoned by God. 


In response, Malachi announces an extraordinary promise from God: “Behold, I send My messenger and he will prepare the way before me.”  It is a message of hope and redemption that is sorely needed.  The Lord is coming to save His people!  His chosen servant will prepare the way.  

Nearly 500 years later, God fulfills His promise.  John the Baptist goes on “before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children… to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.”  John is the herald of Christ, who inaugurates the new covenant of forgiveness and peace with God through His death and resurrection.

John’s distinctive role is to call all people to repentance, preaching God’s righteous law and baptizing with water for the forgiveness of sins.  He is like Elijah, a prophet whose manner of life reflects the priority and urgency of God’s mission to the world.  A simple thought dominates his preaching: Christ is at hand.  And John properly recognizes his secondary role in the story of salvation.  He is only the messenger.  “One more powerful” and “worthy” comes after him.  

Nearly 2,000 years have passed since the days of John the Baptist.  God still sends His messengers to call people to repentance and faith in Christ.  It’s true, He no longer sends prophets through whom He speaks directly—but God sends pastors with same mission—to call people to repentance and point them to Christ.

Through His called and ordained servants, God speaks His Word.  Because each of us are, by nature, poor, miserable sinners, we must all continue to hear God’s Law, which pronounces the hopelessness of life apart from God because of our sin.  As repentant sinners, we need to hear the Gospel, the good news that because of His love for us God sent His only Son, Jesus, to win for us forgiveness of sins and eternal life.  Of the two, the Gospel must predominate.

   
Without the Gospel, God’s people cannot survive.  Without forgiveness, faith expires.  The benefits of Calvary must continue to be dispensed to each and every one of us.  Just as our bodies must be fed with good food and drink to remain healthy and alive, so faith, too, must be fed the Gospel.  

That’s why God has given His Church the Office of the Holy Ministry: “In order that we may obtain this faith, the ministry of teaching the Gospel and administering the sacraments was instituted.  For through the Word and the Sacraments, as through instruments, the Holy Spirit is given, and the Holy Spirit produces faith, where and when it pleases God, in those who hear the Gospel.  That is to say, it is not on account of our own merits but on account of Christ that God justifies those who believe that they are received into favor for Christ’s sake.”


God provides for all His people’s needs.  The Father sends His Son to earn forgiveness for us.  The Father and the Son send the Spirit to cause the apostles to record the news of this wonderful salvation.  Then God establishes the office of the ministry so the Word of the prophets and the apostles will continue to be preached to God’s people until the Savior returns.  Through this office, the Gospel will be proclaimed and people will be brought to and sustained in the faith.  

Martin Luther spoke frequently about the office of the holy ministry.  On one occasion he wrote: “I hope, indeed, that believers, those who want to be called Christians, know very well that [the office of the ministry] has been established and instituted by God, not with gold or silver but with the precious blood and bitter death of His only Son, our Lord Jesus Christ [1 Peter 1:18-19]…. He paid dearly that men might everywhere have this office of preaching, baptizing, loosing, binding, giving the sacrament, comforting, warning, and exhorting with God’s Word, and whatever else belongs to the pastoral office… Indeed, it is only because of the spiritual estate that the world stands and abides at all; if it were not for this estate, the world would long since have gone down to destruction.”


The feeding of the flock and the growth of the Church (there is no difference between the two) occurs only when the Word is preached.  Because God has instituted the pastoral ministry so the flock, which is precious to Christ, may be fed, there is an inseparable relationship between the pastoral ministry and the preaching of God’s Word.  The relationship is so intimate that the preacher ought to be able to say that it is truly God who speaks to the people through his preaching.


Thus the faithful pastor must be able to say, “Whenever you hear me, you hear not me, but Christ.  I do not give you my baptism, my body and blood; I do not absolve you.”  A pastor should administer his office in such a way that he and his hearers are certain that it comes from God and not human will or imagination.  Then God speaks through the pastor, who truly stands in the place of Christ.


That being the case, the pastor’s preaching should always be focused on Christ.  The office of the ministry is Christocentric, that is, Christ is at its center.  Therefore, this office constantly points to Jesus, His person and His work, so faith in the Son of God may be created and the Church expanded.


Luther recognized the danger of sermons that are not preached to engender and nourish faith in Jesus.  He exclaims: “May every single sermon be forever damned which persuades a person to find security and trust in or through anything whatever except the pure mercy of God, which is Christ.”  Lest you think Luther is being too harsh, take a look at Galatians 1:8, where St. Paul says something similar: “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, let him be accursed.”


Looking out on the landscape of American Christianity there are a lot of “damned” sermons that fail to preach Christ and Him crucified.  There are many preachers who substitute entertaining stories and “relevant topics” in place of the saving Word of the Gospel.  Too many sermons preach more about the Christian than Christ.  A whole lot of preachers are guilty of spiritual malpractice, failing first of all to diagnose the real problem—sin!, and then, not prescribing the only cure—the pure saving Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

The office of the ministry is not a Mosaic office.  It is not an office meant to bring people to Sinai, to encourage them to live there, to gain their hope there, and to stand before God there.  The office of pastor is an office of the Gospel.  Paul never said, “Woe to me if I do not preach the Law,” but he did exclaim, “Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16).


This does not mean that pastor should not preach the Law, which we must do if people are to see the futility of living on Sinai and embrace the riches of Calvary so they might live on Zion.  The preaching of the Gospel is despised when people do not hear the Law and come to a knowledge of their sin.  

Like Malachi, John the Baptist, and all the prophets and apostles who have gone on before us—pastors need to preach the Law, calling all people to repentance.  But the glory of the pastoral ministry is not in preaching God’s Law, which kills and condemns.  At the center of the pastoral ministry is Christ, who brings grace, forgiveness, salvation, and life.


That’s why pastors are happy when we baptize someone because the Sacrament of Holy Baptism brings Christ’s benefits, namely, salvation.  That’s why pastors are happy when we distribute Jesus’ body and blood to sinners in the Sacrament of the Altar, which brings Christ and His forgiveness to sinners.  That’s why pastors are happy to preach because though preaching may present the Law, biblical preaching is primarily the preaching of Christ and Him crucified.

Christ is the center of the Gospel, which brings forgiveness through His suffering and death.  Christ is at the center of Baptism because in this Sacrament all Christ’s benefits are bestowed on those who are baptized into His death and resurrection.  Christ is at the center of the Lord’s Supper because His body and blood bring forgiveness of sins and eternal life to all who trust in Him.  Christ is at the center of the Church’s life because the Church derives its life from Him.

Therefore, the office of the ministry is not an office about the pastor, it is an office about Jesus.  It is an office created by God to proclaim Jesus as Savior, as the one who bore all the world’s sin and guilt that He might bring grace and forgiveness to sinners.  

This means that when we preach about Jesus we are to preach not only that He is the Son of God but also that He is the Son of God who came to forgive you.  We are to preach not only that He died on a cross but also that He died on a cross for your sins, to forgive you so you could live forever.  We are to preach not only that He rose from the dead but also that He rose from the dead for you, so you, too, will rise one day as children of grace to inherit His eternal kingdom.

Faithful pastors want people to live, not perish, so we preach the Gospel.  We proclaim to you that no matter what your sin, God forgives it.  No matter what shame you feel, God washes you clean.  No matter what wrongs haunt you and never leave you in peace, Jesus, the Lamb of God, has taken them all away.  Pastors proclaim that grace not only covers every sin, grace is universal, which means it covers every sinner.  No one can say that Jesus didn’t come for me, didn’t die for me.  Jesus came for everyone!  Jesus came for you!  Jesus died for you!  

When pastors preach the Gospel in this way, the people of God rejoice because they see Jesus.  They see Him not as terrible Lord and Judge rising out of the thunder, lightning, and smoke of Sinai to condemn, accuse, and threaten, but as the crucified one who forgives, saves, and justifies.  As Jesus said, “God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through Him” (John 3:17).

The truth that we are justified by grace through faith in Jesus Christ is the doctrine on which the Church stands and falls.  It is the central teaching of the Christian faith.  This truth should always stand at the center of Christian preaching: God loves us and forgives us for Jesus’ sake.  Thus when the pastor preaches about Jesus’ incarnation, he does so to tell people that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.  When the pastor preaches about the death of God the Son, he does so to talk about how Jesus’ death is substitutionary—in our place.  When the pastor preaches about Jesus’ resurrection, he does so to remind hearers that Jesus “was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.”


John the Baptist said about Jesus: “He must increase, but I must decrease.”  John’s sentiment is shared by every Christian pastor who knows his duty.  The office of the pastor is not about the one who holds the office but about the one who instituted the office.  St. Paul held the office, but he says, “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2).  


Pastors spend many years baptizing, instructing children, teaching adults, administering the Lord’s Supper, preaching, marrying, burying, comforting, admonishing sinners, visiting the sick, defending the faith, warning against false teachers, advising, encouraging, nourishing, and strengthening.  We do this for one purpose: that the flock of Christ may know the Shepherd, that sinners may know the Savior.  Like John the Baptist, faithful pastors continuously point people to Jesus and say, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” 

C.F.W. Walther, the first president of the Missouri Synod, knew this focus well.  Like John the Baptist, Walther pointed unwaveringly to Jesus Christ as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  In his best-known work, The Proper Distinction between Law and Gospel, Walther says: “Here is the Biblical doctrine: The sinner is to come to Jesus just as he is, even when he has to acknowledge that there is nothing but hatred of God in his heart, and he knows of no refuge to which he may flee for salvation.  A genuine preacher of the Gospel will show such a person how easy his salvation is: Knowing himself a lost and condemned sinner and unable to find the help that he is seeking, he must come to Jesus with his evil heart and his hatred of God and God’s Law; and Jesus will receive him as he is.  It is His glory that men say of Him: Jesus receives sinners.”


Walther also states: “It is a great and awful sin not to draw any soul that has been entrusted to us for instruction to Jesus and not to tell that soul again and again what a treasure it has in the Lord Jesus, its Savior.” 

This message about Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, it is the message the Church needs to hear.  It gives birth and life to the Church.  Only when the pastor exercises his office with Christ at the center can his office be considered holy.  The office of pastor is not a holy office because of the one who holds it.  It is holy because it always points to Christ, who is holy.  

Through the pastoral office comes the proclamation of the holy Gospel that makes holy in the eyes of God all who believe in Christ, the administration of a holy Baptism that washes away the sins of all who receive it, and the distribution of the holy body and blood of Christ that brings righteousness and holiness to those who eat and drink in faith.

In His mercy and grace, God has called me to be your pastor.  God has sent me to be His messenger here at Trinity.  I pray that He will find me faithful to that calling.  I pray that each week by the power of the Holy Spirit I might bring you the message that prepares you for the coming of the Lord.  

“What message is that?” you ask.  It is this: “Repent!  Bear fruits of repentance!  See the salvation of God in your Savior Jesus Christ!  He lived the perfect obedient life you could not.  He gave up His life on the cross, exchanging your sin and disobedience for His righteousness, to reconcile you to His heavenly Father.  Christ rose from the dead and sits at God’s right hand interceding for you.  

Jesus promises to be with you always until His return to judge the living and the dead at the end of the age.  Even today, He comes to you with mercy and grace in His means of grace.  Through the power of His holy Word, His very body and blood, and in your Baptism, you are purified and refined.  Indeed, for the sake of Jesus Christ, 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. 

