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Pentecost 10 ~ Series B ~ August 13, 2006

Gathering in the Presence of the Lord

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

The patriarchs (Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and others) “understood that Christ would be the price for our sins.  They knew that our works are not a price for so great a matter.  So they received free mercy and forgiveness of sins by faith, just as the saints in the New Testament … Therefore the patriarchs also were justified, not by the Law, but by the promise and faith” (AP IV 57f).  

“This promise is constantly repeated in the whole of Scripture; first having been delivered to Adam, afterward, to the patriarchs.  Then, it was more clearly proclaimed by the prophets.  Lastly, it was preached and set forth among the Jewish people by Christ and then spread out over the entire world by the apostles” (AP XII 53).  Now it has come down to each of us as individuals and to entire congregations through the Ministry of the Word. 

Since this is the same Law and Gospel that was preached and taught from shortly after the Fall into sin, then it ought also to be true that the Divine Service then and now are of the same substance.  That is to say, the present, historic, ancient liturgy of the Church is nothing other than the pastoral proclamation of and the congregational confession of salvation by the grace of God through faith in Christ, “the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world.”  

This is mostly certainly true and our text from Exodus 24:3-11 demonstrates this similarity.  The children of God, living in the wilderness of this world, have been called to gather in the holy Presence of the Lord God Almighty.  One by one the members of the Church come forth from their tents and houses, leaving behind them, at least for a short time of rest, herds and offices, fields and factories, the grinding wheels and the multiplication tables.  

Men, women, and children—ordinary people bearing the burdens of sins, the pangs of regret, the weight of heavy-ladened souls—walk to or are brought into the place where God has descended mercifully and graciously to be with His people; that is, the place of Word and Sacrament. 

The Invocation has already occurred, both here and now as we gathered and then and there on the day when “Moses went and told the people all the Lord’s words and laws.”  They, like we, gather in the Name of the Lord God.   This is done at the foot of the mountain and in the sanctuary—in the large churches in the city and in the small gatherings in the rural areas—in the family devotions led by household heads.  According to God’s promise, whenever two or three gather in His Name, there He is in the midst of them ... of you.

We have continued in this service in the same manner.  The children of God, gathered and standing in the Presence of the Lord God Almighty, hear the Invocation and respond with the “Amen.”  Or as our text puts it: “When Moses went and told the people all the Lord’s words and laws, they all responded with one voice, “Everything the Lord has said we will do.”  

What words?  (Pause)  The Ten Commandments: “I Am the LORD thy God, thou shalt have no other gods in My Presence” ... “Thou shalt not take the Name of the LORD thy God in vain,” ... “Thou shalt remember the Sabbath Day to keep it Holy” (Exodus 20).  What doings?  Well, we should fear, love and trust in God above all things ... we should fear and love God that we may not curse, swear, use witchcraft, lie or deceive by His Name, but call upon it in every trouble, pray, praise and give thanks ... we should fear and love God that we may not despise preaching and His Word, but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it.

Were there other words and more doings?  Certainly, for there are seven more commandments and their meanings, plus all the ordinances.  As our text reminds us: “Moses … wrote down everything the Lord had said.”  

But this is the Law and the Law always accuses, whether it is the Adam of old in Genesis or the old Adam in each of us.  The Law cannot save us.  Our doings do not earn even an inkling of our salvation.  If the Law were all that had been revealed to Adam and Moses, then there would be only eternal destruction for each one of us.  Each of us has broken God’s commandments by thought, word and/or deed.  Each is guilty of sins of commission, where we have done something that is wrong … or sins of omission, where we have failed to do some good thing. 

St. James reminds us of God’s high, holy standard: “Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it” (2:10).  In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul explains the true purpose of the Law.  “No one will be declared righteous in His sight by observing the Law; rather, through the Law we become conscious of sin” (3:20). 

The sad truth is, if this Law of the Almighty were the only utterance from His mouth we would be eternally driven from the merciful and gracious Presence of the LORD, lost forever, and consigned to our own place in hell forever.

Thankfully, there are more to the words of the Lord than Law.  After writing the Word according to the Holy Spirit, Moses “built an altar at the foot of the mountain and set up twelve stone pillars representing the twelve tribes of Israel.  Then he sent young Israelite men, and they offered burnt offerings and sacrificed young bulls as fellowship offerings to the Lord.  Moses took half of the blood and put it in bowls, and the other half of the blood he sprinkled on the altar.” 

In order for the sinful people of God to come into His Presence there must be a sacrifice and the shedding of blood, because “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22), “for it is the blood that makes atonement” (Leviticus 17:11).  

However, it is not the blood of bulls or goats or lambs that saves or brings forgiveness.  All the bloody sacrifices of the Old Testament pointed to the One Sacrifice for the sins of the world.  Moses, in all that he wrote, directed the hearers of the Word to see Christ, even as John the Baptist pointed the hearers to see Christ, “the Lamb of God, Who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  Indeed, Jesus declared to His opponents, “[Moses] wrote about Me” (John 5:46). 

Jesus, the Son of God came into this world at Bethlehem for you, to begin bearing your burden of sin, disease, and death.  Three decades later, with the weight of the world’s sins upon His whipped back, Christ ascended the cross where His Blood was shed for the forgiveness of all your sins, and the death you deserved He died in your place.  That is the Good News ... the Gospel and it differs from the Law in that there is forgiveness of sins ... and since this Gospel grants forgiveness, it also gives salvation and eternal life.

We have continued in this Divine Service in the same manner in which the Divine service in our text continues.  The man of God opened His mouth and read the Word, extending the invitation to be forgiven.  Moses “took the Book of the Covenant and read it to the people.  They responded, “We will do everything the Lord has said; we will obey.”

Obey!?  But isn’t that a work of the Law?  (Pause) It could be, but it also could be a case of continually remaining in the invitation.  Consider it as the invitation to confess your sins to the Lord God and hear His Word of forgiveness.  

For example, about 20 minutes ago you heard this invitation: “Beloved in the Lord, let us draw near with a true heart and confess our sins to God our Father, beseeching Him in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ to grant us forgiveness.”    

You and I faithfully and obediently responded: “O Almighty God, merciful Father, I, a poor miserable sinner, confess unto Thee all my sins and iniquities with which I have ever offended Thee and justly deserved Thy temporal and eternal punishment.  But I am heartily sorry for them and sincerely repent of them, and I pray Thee of Thy boundless mercy and for the sake of the holy, innocent, bitter sufferings and death of Thy Beloved Son, Jesus Christ, to be gracious and merciful to me a poor miserable sinner” (The Lutheran Hymnal).  

When you and I confess the truth of our sin according to God’s Law and of our Savior according to His Gospel, then we have accepted His invitation and are obedient to Him.  As Christians, we desire to remain in this continual confession of both sin and grace until the moment when we are called from this vale of tears to the heavenly mansions where there are no tears, no sin, no suffering.  Until that day, we remain in the invitation that Old Testament Christians received, in effect saying, “We will do everything the Lord has said; we will obey.”

And what is God’s response to such confession of sin?  He declares His cleansing Word to you and announces the basis for you being able to come into His Presence through His called servant of the Word; namely, that you are forgiven of all your sins.  This is similar to our text, where “Moses then took the Blood, sprinkled it upon the people and said, ‘This is the Blood of the Covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words.’”

Following this confession and absolution, came the eating and drinking in the Presence of the Lord.  It was then, as it is now, a closed Communion.  Not everyone was invited to the Lord’s Table to eat in His Presence and see Him.  Why?  Well, to be quite blunt, they weren’t invited.  The Bible states it like this: “Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel went up and saw the God of Israel …  they saw God, and they ate and drank.”

All the others, those at the foot of the mountain, were not invited.  Now, this does not mean that those who weren’t invited to the place where the others ate and drank in the real Presence of the Lord weren’t saved, or that they weren’t children of God, or that they were second-class members of the Church.  Being a child of God—having eternal life—being forgiven—having salvation—does not depend on one going to the Lord’s Supper.  It didn’t way back then and it doesn’t today.

This provides us with the opportunity to consider three points of practical application.  First, there is the topic of preparation for the Lord’s Supper.  Because of your confession of the faith at your confirmation, you have a standing invitation to be prepared for and to attend the Holy Communion.  Preparation can be done using questions in Luther’s Small Catechism.  Also, if you desire private confession and absolution prior to communing, please speak with your pastor.

Second, there is the matter of proper table manners in the House of God.  Just as you would not presume to walk uninvited into someone’s house and sit down at his table expecting to be fed, so it is also at the Lord’s Supper at another congregation.  It would be most rude and dangerously presuming to attend the Sacrament of the Altar without an invitation.  

If you are a confirmed member and, on a particular Sunday, you are visiting a sister congregation with which we are in fellowship, you may be permitted to commune.  But bear a few things in mind if you desire to commune at that altar.  

Of primary importance, you need to speak with the steward of the Feast; that is, to talk with the pastor.  Please allow sufficient time before the service begins, say 20 minutes or so.  He may ask you if you are prepared.  He may ask you if you are under church discipline in your home congregation.  He may ask you if you are a member of a lodge or a secret or unionistic society.  He may ask you why you desire to commune and what it is that you seek by communing, for true Christian pastors “do not intend to admit to the Sacrament and administer it to those who do not know what they seek or why they come” (Preface, Large Catechism).  

At this time, he may extend an invitation to partake of the Supper or he may even ask you to wait on communing.  Please do not be offended if he asks you to wait.  He is merely trying to be a faithful pastor and is looking out for your spiritual well-being.  If he asked you to wait and you are upset about this, then be assured that that pastor surely has made the correct pastoral decision. 

Third, be careful, when you attend the Holy Supper—either in your home congregation or at another altar—that you not allow pride and a haughty spirit that considers this “your table” instead of the Lord’s Table.  That would turn God’s gracious invitation into license to sin against the first three commandments. 

This is a danger more for the leaders of the church, particularly the pastors.  In our text, we read: “Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel went up.”  What a privilege to see God and to eat and drink in His Presence!  But not long after this, the Bible tells us, “Nadab and Abihu took their censers, put fire in them and added incense; and they offered unauthorized fire before the Lord, contrary to His command.  So fire came out from the Presence of the Lord and consumed them, and they died before the Lord” (Leviticus 10:1-2).

While the Bible does not specify exactly what unauthorized fire means in this particular incident, there was, based upon the consequences, something unholy taking place.  This introduction of something new in the Presence of the Lord God resulted in condemnation and death. 

Likewise, in the Holy Communion today, we are not given license either to attend in unbelief or to introduce novelty.  It’s the “Lord’s” Supper, not ours; and it, like the entire Divine Service, is intended to be a blessing.  Misuse of it, through the impenitent unbelief of the communicant or the foolish altering of the Sacrament by the celebrant, results in the opposite of the intended blessing.

That’s why St. Paul writes: “Whoever eats the bread or drinks the Cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the Body and Blood of the Lord.  A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.  For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the Body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment upon himself” (1 Corinthians 11:27-29).

This is not what God intends for anyone.  He desires that all be blessed and to be His heirs as His children.  To accomplish that He sent His Son to be the Sacrifice for the world, to shed His Blood on the cross, to die in your place, to rise again from the dead, and to ascend into heaven.  To bring those blessings to you He sent His Holy Spirit to work through the Word to bring you to faith and to keep you in the faith.  This He does in the means of grace in the Divine Service where and when the Church gathers in His Name and in His Presence.

Having been so blessed, today’s children of God may depart from the holy place.  They return to the wilderness of this world, leaving the Presence of the Lord.  One by one the members of the Church return to their tents and houses, herds and offices, fields and factories, multiplication tables and grinding wheels.  

To be sure, they are ordinary men, women, and children, but they have been and are declared perfect in Christ.  They are recipients of eternal life, heirs of heaven, assured of their salvation through Jesus, and sharing the Good News with others.  All this is true, because you are forgiven of 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.

