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Pentecost 7 ~ Series B ~ July 23, 2006

Just Jesus?


The text for today’s message is Mark 6:1-6, which has already been read.

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

“Look, over there!  Oh, it’s just Jesus.  We were hoping for somebody special.”  What a silly, sad thing to say; and yet it is said all the time.

In Mark 6, the Lord is in the midst of His ministry.  Wherever He goes, the crowds throng around Him to hear Him speak and watch the wonders.  When Jesus speaks, they hear a new teaching that is spoken with authority.  With each miracle, the amazement and worship grows.  He heals the paralytic and the people exclaim, “We have never seen anything like this!”  He calms the storm with a command, and the disciples wonder, “Who is this?”  He casts out a legion of demons, and the people are frightened.  And then, to the amazement of all…Jesus heals a woman of a 12-year hemorrhage and raises a little girl from the dead.  

Wherever He goes, people watch and listen and believe that this is no ordinary man.  From the Scriptures, you know this to be true: Jesus Christ is God and man, the Son of God become human flesh.  There is no other Savior.

As Jesus arrives at the place where He grew up, His reputation goes before Him.  They know that He performs mighty works.  On the Sabbath, the hometown Hero teaches in the synagogue, and the people listen eagerly.  Little do they know what is happening.  As they listen to Him, they are listening to God speak His powerful Word firsthand.  As they gaze into His eyes, they are gazing into the face of God.  They are at least as close to the Lord as any high priest has been in the Holy of Holies.  The Lord is graciously present to save His people.

How do they react?  Unfortunately, they are offended: “Where did this Man get these things?” they ask.  “What’s this wisdom that has been given Him, that He even does miracles!  Isn’t this the carpenter?  Isn’t this Mary’s son, and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas, and Simon?  Aren’t His sisters here with us?”

Translation: It’s just Jesus, nobody special.  We remember Him when He was toddling around town.  We watched Him as He went about His daily woodworking.  He might be doing some special things, but He’s nobody special.  Who is He to act like this?  Who is He to put on airs?

When the Lord spoke to Moses at Sinai, He was so extraordinary that the people were terrified at His power.  Now that He’s taken on flesh and blood, they’re scornful because He looks so ordinary.  Angels may have sung praises at His birth, but to them, Jesus is just a local boy who thinks He’s made good.

Marvel at the rejection of these people.  The Son of God stands before them, speaking His Word of salvation as He is on His way to die for their redemption.  And they are offended that He claims to be greater than they are.

Observing this Jesus says: “Only in his hometown, among his relatives and in his own house is a prophet without honor.”  The Messiah has come to His people.  His people want a messiah—they just don’t want Him to be the Messiah.  They don’t want His help, and this explains the next verse: “He could not do any miracles there, except lay His hands on a few sick people and heal them.” 

Warning!  We must approach this verse with care, or we’ll misunderstand it.  It is not that Jesus was incapable of miracles because of their lack of faith.  It is not that Jesus needs us to believe in Him before He is powerful.  Rather, this verse reminds us that Jesus does not force His mercies on anyone.  He gladly gives grace and healing to all who will receive it.  But if people do not want His help, He will not force them to be helped. 

In His hometown, the vast majority declares, “We don’t believe He’s the Savior.  And if He’s not the Savior, then we don’t want His help.”  Because they don’t want His help, He does not force His help upon them. 

However, there are a few sick who believe.  Burdened by illness, they know better than to trust in themselves.  If their bodies are failing them, they have no reason to trust in their memories of what Jesus was like as a boy.  Instead, they hear His Word and believe.  And because they believe He can heal them, they gladly receive the miracles He offers.  Those who believe His Word know that He isn’t just Jesus.  He’s the Son of God and the Savior of the world.  He’s faithful to His promises.  That’s why He’s on His way to the cross, even for those who dismiss Him as just Jesus, and no one special.

It’s hard to believe.  There stands Jesus, present with His people and speaking His powerful Word, and to them He’s just Jesus—no one special.  How could they do such a thing?  After all, they’d heard of His marvelous teachings and miraculous powers.  You’d think they’d prepare for His coming and—when He arrived—show Him the honor and reverence that is due to Him.  

But then again, the Old Adam makes belief very hard, and we must take care or we will fall into the same trap.  And if we have so fallen, then it is time for us to repent.  You see, the Lord is here.  Not just “spiritually present” as so many churches teach.  The Lord is as really present here as He was in that synagogue in His hometown.  There, He cloaked His godhood in flesh and blood.  Now He hides both His divine and human natures to visit you in His means of grace. 

We’ve spoken of this miracle and mystery many-a-Sunday before this one.  By means of Holy Baptism, Holy Absolution, and Holy Communion, the Lord Jesus Christ is present with you here.  Furthermore, He is present for your good.  He speaks His Word of grace and life to you.  He forgives your sins for an awesome purpose.  He desires that you have eternal life with Him in heaven.  That is why He died on the cross.  That is why He comes to you in His means of grace.  And that is why He is present here.  To save your life.  Forever.

The Son of God is here.  To save you.  Now, what welcome will He receive?

All over, as people got up for church this morning, Old Adam got up with them.  Among the discouragements that Old Adam whispered were these: “It’s going to be really hot in there, and the sermon is going to seem to take a long time.  Plus, it’s Communion, so it’s going to take even longer.  If there’s a Baptism, that means even more time.  And we’ll be singing the same old liturgy again, the same stuff that we do every week.  It’s just the same worship, nothing special.”  

The Old Adam whispers all of these things to all of us—maybe not this Sunday, but then some Sunday soon.  He does so for a reason.  Old Adam doesn’t want us to rejoice that Jesus is here.  Because, you see, Jesus is here.  He is present in these things.  As we sing His Word in the liturgy, He is working through that Word to give you grace.  As you hear His Word proclaimed, He showers you with forgiveness and life.  As you receive His Supper, He shares Himself with you.  And in Holy Baptism, He places His name upon another of His children, and writes that one’s name in the book of life.

Miraculous things are going on here—miracles far greater than healed hemorrhages and stilled storms, even greater than little girls brought back to life—because these miracles give you life forever.  And yet, when the Old Adam prevails, we approach these things with a sense of apathy and boredom, unhappy with the same old Jesus.

To illustrate the sadness of this sin, consider this.  When you have aches and pains, you know that aspirin helps.  Aches and pains happen quite a bit, but if the medicine works, do people want to switch—even if it’s the same bitter-tasting pill?  

Or, how about this example: You know that the car needs gasoline to get you places, and it’s the same routine each time.  Pull up to the pump and stop the motor.  Slide the debit card and pump the gas.  Put the nozzle and the cap back in their places.   Understanding the necessity of fuel, are you ever tempted to look for an alternative source of power for your car?  

One might consider medical procedures as well, say dialysis or chemotherapy.  These are not enjoyable treatments, but those who undergo them understand the need—they submit to the same treatment repeatedly, despite the inconvenience and side effects.

We treat many things this way.  We understand the need, so we make use of that which fills the need—even if it’s the same familiar remedy again and again.

Now, we need forgiveness repeatedly, because daily we sin much.  The Lord gathers us here to give us forgiveness and eternal life, and He has prescribed His Word and Sacraments to get the job done.  Yet it is so tempting to approach this ongoing feast of forgiveness with the idea that it’s just Jesus, nothing special.

If this is true, it’s because your sinful nature is hard at work.  Your Old Adam doesn’t care if you trust in aspirin or rely on gasoline to get around.  He is unconcerned that you might follow medical treatments.  You see, none of these things destroy him and give you eternal life.  But forgiveness does, and so the Old Adam works hard to make it seem like just forgiveness, nothing special.

So what is the problem?  Thanks to that sinful nature, it’s easy not to see how much we need forgiveness.  After all, we make use of medicine and gasoline because we see the need for these things.  Could it be that we are tempted to take our Lord’s presence for granted because we don’t really see the need for forgiveness?  Because we don’t really see how terribly sinful we are before God? 

The Lutheran Confessions say that true worship is the exercise of faith wrestling with despair (Treatise 44); in other words, in true worship, we rejoice to believe that Jesus has destroyed the power of sin that would surely kill us, even as the Lord gives us that grace which removes all sin from us. 

So, here’s the Law: Did you come here today excited to be visited by the Son of God Himself?  Do you make your way here with at least as much enthusiasm as you would to a reunion with an old, dear friend?  As Christians, we declare that we “look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come,” and each Divine Service is a foretaste of that glory because Christ is here.  Do you come enthusiastically into the Lord’s presence—as eagerly as you ought? 

The answer is no.  Burdened by sin, none of us can honestly say “yes” in this life.  Why?  Is it that the Lord has changed and is no longer as holy, glorious, or merciful?  No.  He remains the same.  The trouble is with us, plagued by sin and all sorts of afflictions that prevent us from rejoicing as we ought.  

If we do not appreciate our Lord’s visit, it is not that the Gospel has changed; rather, it may well be that we have failed to hear the Law that shows us how much we need forgiveness.  Bogged down and burdened for one reason or another, and denying how sinful we really are, it is easy to come to church and say, “It’s just Jesus, nothing special.”

This is proof we are sick with sin, and this is confirmed by God’s Word.  But if you realize you are sick with sin, then take comfort.  Remember, it was the sick in the Gospel lesson who were healed.  It was those who didn’t trust in themselves, but confessed their weakness and trusted in Jesus who were healed.

So, here is the Good News.  No matter what frame of mind was yours as you came here this morning, the Lord is here—as faithful as always.  He remains more than “just Jesus and nothing special.”  He gathers you here to forgive your sins, to strengthen and preserve you in the one true faith unto life everlasting.  He removes your guilt from you, for He has died for your sins already. 

How powerful is His grace?  Consider someone who drags himself in with little eagerness to meet the Lord, and who departs with no more emotional or physical energy than when he arrived.  Nevertheless, he hears the Word and receives the Lord’s Supper.  And as he goes, he can say, “Even though my body denies it with every step, the Lord came to visit me today.  And although I feel no different, He has removed my sin and strengthened my faith.  He will preserve me in that faith until the day He raises me from the dead.  Then, I will be properly joyful at His presence with me.”

Take heart, dear friends.  The Lord is here to forgive your sins.

Two more quick thoughts before we wrap up.

One has to do with evangelizing those who do not believe.  There is pressure upon the Church today to be innovative, to present the Gospel in new ways because people don’t see its need and relevance.  At the same time, the Church is urged to be more permissive, to leave sins unaddressed so as not to offend people. 

However, the Gospel remains as powerful and effective, as needed and relevant, as ever.  So that people see this, it seems more important that the Church ensure that it is teaching the Law in all of its accusing force, excusing no sin of immorality or false worship, so that people understand their sin.  It’s when they are convicted of their sin that they see their need for grace.

The other quick thought has to do with your own preparation for Divine Service.  Beginning this week, in each bulletin, you will find the readings for the next Sunday, and I would encourage you to take some time during the week to read those before coming here.  Some may be clear and easily understood, while others may seem more confusing.  If nothing else, as you read through those lessons on your own, rejoice that the Lord who is working wonders in those texts will be present here to work wonders of forgiveness on you. 

You also have a treasure in the Small Catechism under “Christian Questions and Their Answers.”  These were designed to prepare worshipers for the Lord’s Supper.  I encourage you to read through these questions on Saturday night.  And as part of that, examine yourself according to the Ten Commandments to see how you have kept them and how you’ve broken them in the past seven days.  By the time you are done, you will see more clearly the need and joy of the forgiveness God grants here through His means of grace.

Thirty years ago, sci-fi novelist Ray Bradbury wrote the famous book Fahrenheit 451.  He writes of a society in which books are prohibited so that no one can learn anything that the state doesn’t want them to know.  At one point, a character [Faber] comes across a forbidden Bible and remarks, “Lord, how they’ve changed it in our ‘parlors’ these days.  Christ is one of the ‘family’ now.  I often wonder if God recognizes His own son the way we’ve dressed him up, or is it dressed him down?  He’s a regular peppermint stick now, all sugar-crystal and saccharine when he isn’t making veiled references to certain commercial products that every worshiper absolutely needs.” 

Sadly, it seems this secular prophecy has been largely fulfilled within our society and among the Church today.  Over time, Jesus had been reduced from the Son of God to just one of the guys.  Just Jesus, no one special.  

Ah, but by faith, you know better because the Lord tells you in His Word.  Jesus is in fact the holy Son of God, fully divine, infinitely and eternally powerful and merciful.  He is also fully human, who became flesh and died for your sins.  

Today, He visits you by His Word and Sacrament; and though your sinful flesh may say He’s just Jesus and no one special, your faith rejoices to hear the news: The Son of God comes to declare to you that you are forgiven for 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.

