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Pentecost 12 ~ Series B ~ August 27, 2006

Sealed for Forgiveness


The text for today is our Epistle lesson, Ephesians 4:30-5:2, which has already been read.

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

In September 2003, India began building two nuclear-proof bunkers that will house and protect governing officials in the event of a nuclear attack.  Once sealed, these bunkers will completely protect the Indian government from nuclear radiation and physical death.


Though you may not be protected and sealed from nuclear attack and physical death, God has sealed you for eternal spiritual life.  God the Holy Spirit seals and preserves you in your Baptism for the day of your final redemption.  Just as God through His Holy Spirit sealed Noah and his family in the ark, so also He promises in our text: “You were sealed for the day of redemption.” 


Before the rain and the floodwaters came, God commanded Noah to take his family and the animals into the ark and “the Lord closed it behind him” (Genesis 7:16).  God sealed Noah and his family in the ark, and they “were brought safely through the water” (1 Peter 3:20).


Martin Luther commented on the difficult voyage that Noah and his family endured: “this was truly a long voyage and one that abounded in mourning and tears.  Yet they sustained themselves by their faith, never doubting the kindness of God toward them” (Luther’s Works, v. 2, p. 98).


Noah and his family certainly endured grief, loneliness, doubt, and despair during the flood, but because God sealed them in and preserved them, they survived the flood and enjoyed God’s new creation.  God blessed Noah and his sons, saying to them: “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the earth” (9:1).  God also promised: “As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will never cease” (Genesis 8:22).

New life was given to Noah and his family.


In Baptism, you were given new life.  The Holy Spirit claimed you as God’s child and marked you and sealed you for everlasting life.  When you were baptized the Holy Spirit had the end of your life and the beginning of eternal life in mind.  You are safe with Him.  So whenever you are discouraged by conditions around you, always remember that God promises to “deliver [you] from every evil deed and will bring [you] safely to His heavenly kingdom (2 Timothy 4:18).


This does not mean that you will never suffer doubt, sickness, poverty, or persecution in this life, but it does mean the Holy Spirit will guard and protect you in God’s salvation no matter what might happen to you!  God preserves and protects you not because you are mighty in faith, but because He is gracious and faithful.  St. Paul writes in 2 Timothy 2:13: “If we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself.” 


When you are baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection, you can always speak confidently with St. Paul: “I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38-39).


In your Baptism, God “has caused [you] to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3).  God now promises you an eternal inheritance that “is imperishable and undefiled and will not fade away, reserved in heaven for you” (1 Peter 1:4).  Through this Word of promise, the Holy Spirit seals and preserves you for the day of final redemption.


The day of redemption is the day of deliverance and redemption, which was caused by the ransoming of Christ.  It is, of course, the Last Day, Judgment Day, but this is a welcome day for Christians, not a dreadful day, for it is the Day when Christ returns to bring us home.  This thought should make you leap for joy.  The blood on the doorposts in Egypt made the people safe from destruction.  The sealing of the ark made Noah and his family safe from the worldwide destruction of the flood.  And your sealing by the Holy Spirit makes you safe for eternity.  You need nothing more.

So, you’ve been sealed for eternal life.  Now what?  You certainly wouldn’t want to chance losing such a blessing, would you?  But, that’s exactly what St. Paul warns against in our text: “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with Whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.” 

Paul is not speaking about grieving the Holy Spirit in general (all sin and unbelief does that), but of specifically grieving the Holy Spirit with shameful, foul speech.  This is shown in the verse immediately preceding our text where Paul explains:  “Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen” (Ephesians 4:29). 

We are living in times similar to those of Paul.  The movies, television, and bookstands are filled with filthy language.  Our streets, workplaces, and even school hallways are filled with shameful and unwholesome talk.  Many people no longer blush when using the most disgusting language.  America has become callous to foul speech, with many people no longer noticing it, let alone being shocked by it.

Christians dare not join in.  This kind of language pains the Holy Spirit.  It grieves Him.  How absurd to have a mouth which stinks like manure rather than smells like roses!  Sadly, all of us, either actively or passively, are guilty of grieving the Holy Spirit.

As we were reminded last week, every Christian has two egos, the old man and the new man—the sinner and the saint.  There is a constant warfare between these two and the Christian should never permit the flesh to rule the spirit, the new man.  Renewal is a daily process.  The entire life of the Christian must be one of repentance, faith, renewal, and building up.  

The power for such a life is found only in the forgiveness won for us by Jesus Christ.  Paul makes this point in our text: “Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).

Forgiveness is the centerpiece of Christian life.  In his Large Catechism (Part II, 54), Martin Luther writes: “We further believe that in this Christian Church we have forgiveness of sin, which is wrought through the holy Sacraments and Absolution and through all kinds of comforting promises from the entire Gospel.  Therefore, whatever ought to be preached about the Sacraments belongs here.  In short, the whole Gospel and all the offices of Christianity belong here, which also must be preached and taught without ceasing.”


God’s grace is secured through Christ (John 1:17), and the Holy Spirit sanctifies, or makes us holy through God’s Word in the unity of the Christian Church.  Yet because of our sinful flesh, which we carry about with us, we are never without sin (Romans 7:23-24).


Everything, therefore, in the Christian Church is ordered toward this goal: we shall daily receive in the Church nothing but the forgiveness of sin through the Word, to comfort and encourage our consciences as long as we live here.  So even though we have sins, the grace of the Holy Spirit does not allow them to harm us.  For we are in the Christian Church, where there is nothing but continuous, uninterrupted repentance and forgiveness of sin.  And because God forgives us,  we forgive, bear with, and help one another (Galatians 6:1-2).


But outside of this Christian Church, where the Gospel is not found, there is no forgiveness; therefore there can also be no holiness.  Consequently, all who seek to earn holiness not through the Gospel and forgiveness of sin, but by their own works, have cut themselves off from this Church (Galatians 5:4).


While sanctification has begun in us and is growing daily, we Christians realize that on the Last Day our flesh will be destroyed and buried with all its uncleanness.  Then we will come forth gloriously and arise in a new, eternal life of perfect holiness.  

But for now we are only part pure and holy.  So the Holy Spirit has reason to continue in His work in us through the Word.  He must daily administer forgiveness until we reach the life to come.  At that time there will be no more forgiveness, but only perfectly pure and holy people.  We will be full of godliness and righteousness, removed and free from sin, death, and all evil, in a new, immortal, and glorified body.  


This is the day of redemption mentioned in our text.  Through Word and Sacrament, the Holy Spirit keeps us sealed in faith, salvation, and eternal life until that great and glorious day.  In the meantime, God’s forgiveness enables us to forgive others.  

Luther wrote: “If I realize and feel in my heart that God has pardoned and forgiven me, I am willing to pardon and forgive my neighbor whatever he has done against me.  I will not keep books on him but will forgive him freely from my heart as I call to mind: ‘If God has forgiven and pardoned you for so many great sins, what does what your neighbor has done against you amount to?  There is simply no comparison!’”


English folklore tells about the Countess of Nottingham’s deathbed confession to Queen Elizabeth I.  Elizabeth listened to the countess’s confession and then responded: “God may forgive you, Madam, but I cannot.”


Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) reflects a similar refusal to forgive.  The younger of two sons had gone to a far country and wasted his inheritance.  When he returned home, his father quickly forgave him.  His older brother, however, like Queen Elizabeth I, refused to forgive.


Think carefully about the unforgiving brother and queen.  Do you see yourself in their actions?  Perhaps someone has angered, offended, or even hurt you.  Instead of forgiving others as Jesus did, you have permitted the devil to harden your heart like Queen Elizabeth or the older brother.  In fact, you may feel unwilling to forgive even when those who sin against you beg for forgiveness.

Perhaps you sincerely desire to forgive, but your weakness prevents it.  You feel much like Martin Luther did when he confessed to God: “I cannot do it … and because I cannot, I beg of You the power to do it.”


If you find yourself in the older brother’s position, take heart!  The good news is that you need not attempt to manufacture or create the forgiveness you need to forgive others.  By connecting you to Christ through His miraculous gift of Baptism, God provides you with “everything [you] need for life and godliness” (1 Peter 1:3), including the liberating power to forgive others “just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).


Jesus speaks about this miraculous and powerful connection when He says: “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit; for apart from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).  


When, through Baptism, God connects you to Christ, the “True Vine” (John 15:1), your Savior’s powerful forgiveness flows, not only to you, but also through you!  By this connection in Christ, God forgives you; and, through this same miraculous connection, He enables you to forgive even those who hate you.


Thus, when you hear Jesus’ command to “forgive and you will be forgiven” (Luke 6:37), remember also His words, “apart from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).  Forgiveness is not something you generate from within.  Rather, in Christ, you are enabled to forgive.  Forgiveness flows from Christ to you, empowering you to forgive “just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).


Rejoice in this Good News!  Do not let the devil convince you, as he did Queen Elizabeth I and the older brother, that you cannot forgive others.  Instead, meditate on God’s life-giving Word which has the miraculous power to change your hardened heart and enable you to forgive even your worst enemies.


As you struggle to forgive others, do not “lose heart in doing good” (Galatians 6:9).  Rather, trust that by the power of Jesus’ death and resurrection, you also can forgive, “just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).  God, by His almighty Word, has already begun this “good work in you [and He] will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6).


That is why I remind you today of this Good News: You are forgiven of all of your sins in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Go and do likewise for your neighbor!  Amen.

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