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Midweek Advent 2 ~ December 6, 2006

The Simple Truth Revealed


The text for this evening is our first reading, 1 Corinthians 1:26-31, which has already been read.


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

Ah, Lord, though You created all,

How weak You are, so poor and small,

That You should choose to lay Your head

Where lowly cattle lately fed!

He sure doesn’t look like much, does He?  Bundled up tightly in strips of rough cloth, a cattle trough for His bed!  Sure, He’s cute and cuddly.  All babies are.  But He’s so weak and vulnerable, dependent on a poor young couple recently arrived from backwater Nazareth.  No, He doesn’t look like much, but the simple truth is that He’s God’s only-begotten Son, the Lord of lords and King of kings, the Creator of the universe, our Savior.  


He sure doesn’t look like much, does He?  Hanging on that cross, all bruised and bloodied.  Treated like the worst criminal, stripped of His last stitch of clothing and final shred of dignity.  Every breath wracks His body with pain.  No, He certainly doesn’t look like much.  But the simple truth is that He’s the Lord of lords and King of kings, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.


He sure doesn’t look like much, does he?  Bundled up in that gown of white.  Unable to come forward himself, his mother and father bring him.  Usually, he’s cute and cuddly, a healthy pink and full of smiles, but at this moment he’s beet red and upset.  It seems he didn’t care for that little splash of water.  Or maybe it was the strange man in the white robe who took him from the warmth and safety of his mother’s arms.  He doesn’t look like much, but the simple truth is that he’s God’s own son, reborn through the water of baptism, co-heir with Christ.


He sure doesn’t look like much, does he?  Bundled in those blankets to keep him warm.   His skin is extremely pale.  His lips are cracked and dry.  His breathing is labored.  All are symptoms of the last stages of the disease that seeks to rob him of his dignity and life.  His pastor tells him one more time that he is forgiven of all of his sins in the Triune name of God.  He may depart in peace.  No, he doesn’t look like much, but the simple truth is that he’s one of God’s dear children, all dressed up and ready to go to Paradise.  Wrapped in Christ’s robe of righteousness, he will soon make the journey to his heavenly Father’s side.

And so it pleases You to see

This simple truth revealed to me:

That worldly honor, wealth, and might

Are weak and worthless in Your sight.

 
Two men, born almost 2,000 years apart.  Each started out as a tiny, helpless baby.  Each finished his life with much less dignity than any of us would choose.  Each was very special in God’s eyes—the latter, not in his own right, but for the sake of the former.  Both of them are excellent examples of the “theology of the cross.”  

Every good Lutheran knows the date October 31, 1517, when Luther placed his Ninety-five Theses on the Castle Church door of Wittenberg, Germany.  Perhaps less well-known, but equally important, is the date April 26, 1518, for that is when Luther presented 28 theological statements, or theses, to his fellow monks in the German city of Heidelberg.  

Arriving just two days before he was to speak, exhausted, scrutinized, and hesitant, Luther presented his theology of the cross in the Heidelberg Disputation:

Theses 4, “Although the works of God are always unattractive and appear evil, they are nevertheless really eternal merits.”

Theses 18, “It is certain that man must utterly despair of his own ability before he is prepared to receive the grace of God.”

Theses 20, “He deserves to be called a theologian, however who comprehends the visible and manifest things of God seen through suffering and the cross.”

Theses 26, “The law says, ‘do this,’ and it is never done.  Grace says, ‘believe in this,’ and everything is already done.”

These words did not immediately rock the world.  Both friend and foe commented on Luther’s “sweetness,” his “remarkable patience,” his “brief, wise answers,” and the “admiration” of his hearers.  Obviously Luther was on his best behavior.  Though ultimately rejected by his opponents, Luther’s words slowly penetrated the thinking and church practices of his followers.  And the theology of the cross affects the church’s doctrine and practice considerably to this day.

The theology of the cross applies to the manner in which God acted in Christ.  You simply cannot judge the actions of God by what you see or feel.  God’s greatest work, the sacrifice of His only-begotten Son, seems harsh and appears evil.  A righteous man is condemned not only by wicked earthly rulers but also by God Himself.  How can that be good?  Yet every Christian counts Christ’s death as the greatest treasure.  

A good theologian “comprehends the visible and manifest things of God seen through suffering and the cross.”  You cannot have the true and loving God without the bloody death of Christ.  God will not love you without the gruesome spectacle of His Son’s corpse.  God cannot accept you except through the naked, bloody, dead Savior on Golgotha.  That is the theology of the cross.

The same basic theology applies to the Word of God and Christ’s Sacraments.  How can little words do anything?  How can water accomplish such great things?  How can bread and wine really be a meal of eternal life?  Because God works graciously in the lives of His people, through lowly, everyday, little things: words, water, bread, and wine.

The theology of the cross also applies to the methods we use in carrying out the Great Commission.  We do not measure our success by that which is obvious and visible.  Rather, success is only in the cross.  So an effective church is not one that simply brings in hundreds of members or that has thousands in attendance on Sundays.  Success is not in programs or budgets or the exercise of our gifts or anything else that we do.  Success is in the cross.  It is found in the sacrifice Christ made on the cross and the work He continues to do through the Gospel.

St. Paul wrote to his church in Corinth: 

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called.  Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth.  But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.  He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.  It is because of Him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption.  Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:26-31).

These words inspired Martin Luther 1,500 years later.  These words inspire Christians all over the world today.  They instruct us to measure God’s activities by His cross, by His Gospel, by His Baptism, by His Holy Supper, and by our own weakness.  In each of these, the simple truth is revealed to you and me.  The kingdom of God is built upon the humiliation of Christ.  When you are weak, lowly, nothing, poor, sad, meek, hungry, and thirsty, then you are His.  You do not have your reward yet because for a time His kingdom is hidden.

But this will not be the case forever.  One day His simple truth will be revealed to all.  Our reading in Revelation 21:3-4 promises: “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man.  He will dwell with them, and they will be His people, and God Himself will be with them as their God.  He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”  

God’s Word says, “You will be comforted.  You will inherit the earth.  You will be satisfied.  You will obtain mercy.  You will see God.  You will be called the children of God.  Nothing is impossible with God.”

Our experience says otherwise.  Human wisdom invites us to trust in ourselves, what we can measure and calculate, what we can earn and invest, what we can control and manipulate, what we can see and experience and feel.  But the simple truth is revealed in our text: God chose the foolish things, the weak things, the lowly things, the despised things, and the things that are not to bring to nothing the things that are.  

We think it foolish for God to create Adam from the dust and then Eve from Adam’s side—foolish for God to choose slow-tongued Moses to be His holy mouthpiece.  We think it weak for God to use the young Gideon to lead His battle—weak to choose a peasant virgin to bear the Son of God.  We are repulsed that God would use the despised things of the world—the lame and leprous, tax collectors and sinners, prostitutes and harlots—to reveal His glory.

The simple truth is that His thoughts are not our thoughts, and His ways are not our ways.  Yet He is one of us, and He willingly became sin for us.  He allows sinful wisdom to do its worst to Him.  He will suffer the foolishness, weakness, lowliness, and despising of our sin. 

Christ, the wisdom of the ages, was considered a fool as they mocked Him and demanded He give answer to the teachers of the law.  A fool when they taunted Him, laughed at Him, whipped and spat on Him.  A fool stripped of His clothing, pinned upon the cursed tree between common criminals.  A fool as they offered Him bitter wine to drink.  

Christ was weakened by the flogging that tore His flesh and the oppressive crossbeam of execution.  He was lowly in being joined to the flesh of Mary’s womb, having no earthly possessions, finding no place to lay His head.  

And Christ was despised by all that He created.  Despised and cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree.  Despised in becoming sin for us.  Despised in the forsaking of His Father in the final moment of death.

The simple truth is revealed: This is the King of Glory.  This is the King we welcome.

Welcome to earth, O noble Guest,

Through whom the sinful world is blest!

You came to share my misery

That You might share Your joy with me.

Now you are foolish, weak, lowly and despised—poor, sad, meek, hungry, and thirsty.  You are taken advantage of.  Your purity in heart is mocked and challenged.  You receive violence for peace.  You are falsely accused and reviled—so was He.  And as He now is, you will be. 

You are baptized.  You are Christian.  You are blessed.  Yours is the kingdom of God, now and forever, delivered and bestowed in time and in eternity by grace.  Now is the peace that passes all understanding.  You belong to Christ.  You are a holy one, a saint.

You live in this kingdom of grace by faith.  It cannot be seen with mortal eyes.  But faith knows and trusts that Jesus died and rose again.  Faith understands  that the victory of God over hell was won by suffering violence in meekness and poverty, by being falsely accused and betrayed, by pain and sorrow, hunger and thirst upon a cross, and finally by being overcome to the point of death in an execution reserved for the guilty but foisted upon the innocent.  Faith lives what faith believes.  

Blessed are those then who are like Him: poor in spirit, sad, meek, hungry, thirsty, merciful, foolish, lowly, despised.  The kingdom of heaven is yours.  You are killed all day long for His sake.  The old man in you is daily drowned in contrition and repentance.  The new man emerges and arises.  

It seems as though you have not yet resisted to the point of bloodshed, but some martyrs bleed only on the inside.  Indeed, the greatest heroes of the faith are the ones who go unknown and unsung by men, who are poor in spirit.  They bear their burdens as silently as lambs to the slaughter.  But the angels know.  And so does the Lord.  The reward will be given.  The seats that John and James sought for pride’s sake will be filled by grace.

Rejoice and be glad.  Your suffering will not last.  Your tears will be wiped away.  Even now the saints in glory pray for you.  A great cloud of witnesses surrounds you.  The saints have been delivered and enjoy their rest because Jesus rose.  So will you.  In Christ, the simple truth is revealed: 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. 

