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Sermon for the Ordination of the Rev. Jeff Kalb ~ August 3, 2008

The Ministry of Righteousness


The text for our consideration is 2 Corinthians 3:4-11: “Such is the confidence that we have through Christ toward God.  Not that we are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit.  For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.  

“Now if the ministry of death, carved in letters on stone, came with such glory that the Israelites could not gaze at Moses’ face because of its glory, which was being brought to an end, will not the ministry of the Spirit have even more glory?  For if there was glory in the ministry of condemnation, the ministry of righteousness must far exceed it in glory.  Indeed, in this case, what once had glory has come to have no glory at all, because of the glory that surpasses it.  For if what was being brought to an end came with glory, much more will what is permanent have glory.”  Here ends the text.

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

What a day!  A solemn and joyous occasion!  We all have the privilege of witnessing the extension and continuance of one of God’s great blessings to His Church—the Office of the Holy Ministry.  Candidate Kalb, after a number of years of preparation and examination, you are now being presented to be ordained and consecrated to the Office of the Public Ministry.  You are being installed as the pastor, the undershepherd, of God’s flock gathered in Sisseton and Waubay.   

Members of Emanuel and Zion congregations, you are receiving a wonderful gift of God—a pastor!  In extending this call to Candidate Kalb, you have authorized him to preach God’s Word and administer His Sacraments in this parish.  You have also made certain promises to enable him to do this.  

This authorization and these promises are spelled out in the call document itself.  But it is good for all of us who are gathered here today—pastors and parishioners—to review the Call periodically to be reminded of our own obligations and promises in regard to the Office of the Holy Ministry.

 In extending this Call, you authorized and obligated your pastor:

· To administer to us the Word of God in its full truth and purity as contained in the Sacred Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments and as set forth in the confessional writings of the Evangelical Lutheran Church as found in the Book of Concord;

· To administer the holy sacraments in accordance with their divine institution;

· To perform the functions of a pastor in an evangelical manner; to aid, counsel, and guide members of all ages and social conditions; to visit the sick and the dying; to admonish the indifferent and the erring;

· To guard and promote faithfully the spiritual welfare of the members of this congregation, in particular to instruct the catechumens, both children and adults, in the Word of God and thus prepare them for communicant membership in the church;

· To guide the congregation in applying the divinely ordained discipline of the church according to the Word of God;

· To promote and guide the mission activity of the congregation as it is related to the local community and to endeavors of the Synod and its Districts, in particular to train workers and guide them in evangelism and to enlist the support of the congregation for mission work;

· To assist the congregation in adopting administrative policies and procedures that will help it carry out the mission of a Christian congregation;

· To serve the congregation as an example of Christian conduct; to endeavor earnestly to live in Christian unity with the members of the congregation, fellow workers, and sister congregations in the Synod; and by the grace of God to do everything possible for the edification of the congregation and the upbuilding of the church in Christ.

In turn, you made certain promises to the man you’ve called as your pastor:

· To receive you as a servant of Jesus Christ, to give you the honor and love and obedience that the Word prescribes, to aid you by word and deed, and to support you with our diligent, faithful assistance and prayers;

· To make faithful and regular use of the means of grace, that God’s enabling power may have free course among us to the end that we may carry out our God-given ministry to the glory of God and for the welfare of all;

· To make appropriate arrangements for your continuing education as a professional person in the ministry of the Gospel;

· To provide for your proper maintenance according to our ability and to review your salary, housing arrangements, and all allowances periodically.

Candidate Kalb, in your acceptance of this Call, you agreed:

· To assume willingly the obligations stated above and the responsibilities of this office as specified in this call document or as may be resolved and agreed upon periodically;

· To perform faithfully all duties of this office in accordance with the Word of God and the confessional standards of the Evangelical Lutheran Church as drawn from the Sacred Scriptures and found in the Book of Concord;

· To exemplify the Christian life in all I do and say, working in concert with all others in order that my ministry in your midst may be a blessing to many people, to our church, and especially to our Lord, Jesus Christ.

Regarding the obligations of the pastoral office, St. Paul posed the question: “Who is equal to such a task?”  After hearing aloud, these promises and obligations, perhaps you are thinking the very same thing: “Who is equal to such a task?”  Or maybe even: “What have I gotten myself into?”

Paul’s unspoken reply had been that he and his missionary companions were equal to the task.  In our text, he explains why.  He has “confidence,” he says, confidence “before God,” and this confidence is “through Christ.”  Christ had both commissioned him and equipped him with the means by which he could carry out his ministry with confidence.  He had given to Paul the Gospel, which is “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16).  And God had given him the Holy Spirit who works through the Gospel.

Without Christ’s commissioning and equipping, Paul, for all of his natural abilities, would have been unqualified for the ministry.  He and his fellow pastors were not competent in themselves, but their confidence came from God.  

In this same spirit, Martin Luther wrote this prayer:  “Lord God, Thou hast placed me in Thy church as a bishop and pastor.  Thou seest how unfit I am to administer rightly this great and difficult office.  Had I hitherto been without help from Thee, I would have ruined everything long ago.  Therefore I call on Thee.  I gladly offer my mouth and heart to Thy service.  I would teach the people and I myself would continue to learn.  To this end I shall meditate diligently on Thy Word.  Use me, dear Lord, as Thy instrument.  Only do not forsake me; for if I were to continue alone, I would quickly ruin everything.  Amen.”

Dear brother in Christ and brother in the one ministry of the church—you are not equal to the task of this ministry in and of yourself.  The task before you is too great to do on your own.  This is not to detract from your abilities or call into questions your faithfulness.  It is true of all whom God has called into this office.  But our Lord has not left you alone.  Draw your confidence through Christ before God.  Your competence comes from God.  He makes you competent as a minister.

In the same way that Christ uses ordinary elements like water, bread, wine, and the spoken word to bestow His forgiveness to us sinners, our Lord prepares and calls ordinary men to preach His Word and administer His Sacraments.  While no one should presume to take this office by his own authority, our Good Shepherd qualifies, equips, commands, and ordains some men to stand in His place.  

St. Paul goes on to say that he is a minister of a new covenant.  The Greek word used here for “new” has in it the idea of new in quality, new in the sense of being superior.  In the verses that follow, the apostle will make it clear that he is not speaking about what we today call the Old Testament and the New Testament, but of the covenant of the Law and the covenant of the Gospel.

Please note that both of these were “glorious” covenants.  This is only to be expected, since God is the author and giver of both.  The Law, the old covenant, is glorious.  It has its place.  Paul tells Timothy, “The Law is good if one uses it properly” (1 Timothy 1:8).  The new covenant, however, is decidedly more glorious and thus the superior.  Paul lists three ways in which this is true.

First, the old covenant, the Law, is “the ministry that brought death”; the new covenant, the Gospel, is “the ministry of the Spirit” that brings life.  “Through the Law we become conscious of sin” (3:20) and “the wages of sin is death” (6:23).  The Law, even with all its glory, could do only one thing: it brought death.  Only the Gospel, the good news of the Savior, brings the Spirit and life.

Second, the old covenant, the Law, is “the ministry that condemns men”; the new covenant, the Gospel, is “the ministry of righteousness.”  Since no one has fully followed the Law, “no one will be declared righteous in [God’s] sight by observing the Law” (Romans 3:20).  But the Gospel says, “Another has been righteous in your place.  His righteousness is your righteousness.”

Third, the glory of the old covenant, the Law, faded away; the glory of the new covenant, the Gospel, never fades.  Not only is it far superior; it is eternal.

Paul is a minister of the new covenant.  This doesn’t mean that he doesn’t use the Law, but he will use it primarily in its killing purpose—to point out to people their sin and their absolute inability to pull themselves up to God by their own bootstraps.  He’ll do this so people’s hearts will be prepared to hear the good news that brings the Spirit, righteousness, and life.

The preaching of the Gospel is the ministry of righteousness.  It shows us how we may become righteous in the sight of God, not by our own works but by God’s grace.  It imputes to us the perfect righteousness earned for us by our Redeemer with His righteous life and death.  It reveals to us the righteousness, which comes by faith to all and upon all who believe in Jesus Christ.   

Our Lutheran Confessions sum up the institution and function of this ministry in this way: “So that we may obtain this faith, the ministry of teaching the Gospel and administering the Sacraments was instituted.  Through the Word and Sacraments, as through instruments, the Holy Spirit is given [John 20:22].  He works faith, when and where it pleases God [John 3:8], in those who hear the good news that God justifies those who believe that they are received into grace for Christ’s sake.  This happens not through our own merits, but for Christ’s sake.”

The authority of the pastoral office is not a blanket authority to do anything and everything in the Church but to oversee the life of the congregation, to preach, teach, and administer the Sacraments.   Unfortunately, today pastors are often expected to be more than overseers of God’s people.  Pastors are no longer given the luxury of simply being clay vessels for the distribution of the mysteries of God.  Instead, they are expected to be CEO’s, vision casters, and motivators.  Pastors are not expected to merely “preach Christ crucified for your sins,” but to employ the latest marketing techniques and shape their message to be “relevant.”  These other tasks generally end up diluting the true effectiveness of the office.  

God has given pastors the ministry of righteousness.  His Word and Sacraments are the only tools that He has given to pastors for this ministry.  Applying these means of grace is the whole job of pastors.  It is the heart and soul of the ministry.  Pastors are not to do this plus other things; they are to do only this: preach the Word and administer the Sacraments.  It’s the easiest job description in the world, though in many ways it may be the toughest job.  

Pastors may spend hours studying the Word of God and doing things that prepare themselves to preach.  They may spend hours with their people simply being friendly, knowing that such kindness will result in people coming to church more faithfully.  But the job of the pastor is to preach Christ crucified and administer the Sacraments—this alone is the ministry of righteousness.

Dear Emanuel and Zion congregations, the Call that you have extended is not merely an invitation; it is still your Call.  You are to take it seriously and review it periodically, because in it, you have obligated yourselves to all of its promises.  But as you do this, please know that there is only one perfect Pastor and though He has promised to always be with you, He’s not standing here vested in a white robe.  The perfect Pastor—Christ—comes to you hidden in His Word and Sacraments with His gifts of forgiveness, salvation, and eternal life.  

Bear patiently with this man who stands in Christ’s stead.  Pray for him and encourage him.  Correct him if necessary.  But just as you receive God’s saving Word through your pastor’s mouth, let him drink deeply from God’s Word, too—enabling him to confess his sins and giving him the opportunity to hear the absolution of the Lord from your lips, too.

Dear brother in Christ—the task before you is too great for you to do by yourself.  Not only do you need the help of these people, but especially you need the help that only comes from the Lord God, for it is His ministry of righteousness.   Remember, much like there is only one perfect Pastor, there are no perfect congregations this side of heaven.  Trust God’s Word to work in the hearts of His people.  “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke, and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction… do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry” (2 Timothy 4:2-5).  

As you do, draw your confidence from Christ.  Find your sufficiency in God.  Through His work of salvation He has rescued you from sin, death, and the devil.  He has given you the ministry of the Spirit that gives you eternal life.  He has given you the ministry of righteousness, the glorious new covenant that does not fade.  And in this Gospel, you are forgiven of all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
