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Grace to you and peace…


As I thought about beginning this new chapter of ministry with you at Our Saviour’s, I thought it would be important to focus on some key understandings I hold and that we hold as Lutheran Christians.  Last week I spoke about the promise of blessings, that even as Abraham stepped out in faith with the promise of blessing, so also do we go, believing that God will bless this church and the ministry we do together.


This morning I want to speak about being committed to God’s Word.  We are a congregation that gathers each week around the Word of God and the sacraments of Baptism and communion.  Today I want to focus on the Word, using our lessons to help us understand this Word.


Most people, when they hear the phrase, the Word of God, immediately think of the Bible.  For some, maybe it goes all the way back to Sunday School where we sang such songs as “The B-i-b-l-e yes that’s the book for me, I stand alone on the Word of God, the b-i-b-l-e.  Bible!” Or, of course, “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  And often, it seems, with television preaches, the bigger the Bible they hold, the more serious they are about God’s Word.

But as Lutheran Christians, and I think rightly so, when we speak of the Word of God, it is more than just the Bible.  In fact, we speak of the Word in three ways.


First, and most importantly, Jesus our Lord is the Word of God.  Without Jesus as Word, there would be no other Word.  This understanding comes right from the gospel of John, chapter 1.  “In the beginning, was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  And then, in John 1:14, “And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us.”  This Word was Jesus.  Jesus is the Word of God.


And so, as we seek God’s direction in our own lives or as a congregation, we always look to Jesus as the living Word and guide in our lives.  This is exactly what the writer of Hebrews says at the end of our lesson today as he encourages his readers to set aside every weight and sin and look to Jesus, “the pioneer and perfecter of our faith,” the one who endured the cross for us and is now seated at the right hand of God.  When we speak of the Word of God, we speak first of Jesus.

The second way we understand the Word is as the spoken Word.  It is the message of God’s love, the message of salvation, proclaimed.  Remember that before there was a written Word, the Bible, there was a spoken Word.  It was first spoken, and then written down.  We read of this spoken Word in the first lesson, where Jeremiah, himself a prophet, speaks about other prophets.  There are some that are not of God, who dream dreams and tell lies.  But there are others, who have received God’s Word, and speak it faithfully.


We have always understood that God’s Word is spoken and proclaimed and lived through people.  There are the great prophets of old, who spoke the Word.  There were the apostles, like Peter and Paul, who shared the Word with the Jews and gentiles.  There are some of us who received special training and are called to full time ministry, who share the Word.  And then there is you.  You, too, young or old, share the Word.  When you sing in the choir or in a worship band, you share the Word.  When you comfort someone in need, perhaps pray with them, you share the Word.  When you witness to another, perhaps invite them to church, you share God’s Word.  And you don’t have to be old and wise to do this.  In fact, many of our children are better at it than us adults.  One of our members was sharing this week how her young daughter went right up to a neighbor and asked why she didn’t go to church.  Well, out of the mouths of babes.  If nothing else, she made her think about God and the church, if only for short while.  God’s Word is a spoken Word, and it is spoke through all of us.

And then thirdly, we are blessed to have the written Word, the Bible.  We understand this to be a collection of writings, Old and New Testament, that bear witness to God and to our savior, Jesus.  We don’t worship the book.  We recognize there are cultural and historical differences from our understandings today.  We know the writers were human beings, inspired by God, but whose human qualities sometimes come through.  The Bible came to be through a very long and sometimes complicated process.  To this day there are some books, called the apocrypha, that are included in the Catholic Bible, but the not the Protestant Bible. The point is that the written Word, points us to and teaches us about the living Word, Jesus Christ.  I always like Martin Luther’s analogy which you may have heard.  The Bible is the manger in which the Word of God is laid.  The manger’s important.  It cradles the baby.  But it’s the baby, that we look at and which is most important, not the manger.


And so, I am committed to the Word of God, in its threefold meaning.  Jesus is the Word , the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.  We speak this word as we share God’s love.  And we read the Word, as it is given to us in scripture.


Now, let me say a little bit more about this Word that we are committed to.  As Lutherans, and I think rightly, we understand this Word as coming to us in two ways, law and gospel.  One, the law, can be hard, because it challenges us and often convicts us of wrong doing and lack of faith.  The other, the gospel, brings great comfort and assures us of God’s love and grace.


Now most of us like the gospel part, that which makes us feel good and uplifts us.  Who doesn’t find comfort in the words of the 23rd Psalm, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want?” or, especially with the mountains surrounding us, Psalm 121, “I lift up my eyes to the hills, from where is my help to come?  My help comes from the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth?”  There are so many places we find comfort and hope in the scriptures.

 I mentioned last week that one of my hopes for this church is that everyone will know the blessing of community.  One of the main reasons that most of you come is to see one another, support one another, serve one another, and be part of a loving, caring, and gospel filled community.  In fact, if you were not finding that, you may no longer come, or find a place that meets your needs better.  I’m sure there have been a few side conversations that begin something like, “Well, do you like the new pastor?  What do you think?”  This is all very normal for us.  We want to feel good at church, accepted, welcomed.  We long for the gospel.

But, God’s Word is not always comforting and easy.  It doesn’t always make us feel good.  For there is the law, as well as the gospel.  The law often stings.  The law challenges and takes us out of our comfort zone.

We have this clearly in today’s lessons.  In Hebrews the writer gives us an inspiring list of people who lived by faith- the people of Israel passing through the Red Sea, Gideon, David, and Samuel.  But then he goes on to mention all those that suffered and died for the sake of the gospel.  There were those who were mocked and flogged and tortured and imprisoned and stoned to death.   There were those left homeless, wandering in the desert and mountains.  This faith thing is serious business.  People have suffered and died for their faith!
And it causes me to think, what have I done?  What kind of a commitment have I really made.  There are people who have literally given their lives for God’s work.  What have I done?  And what about you?  In light of these examples, how do you measure up?  What might I consider doing for God’s work, that I have not been doing?
And then we have the words of Jesus today.  If this isn’t the law, those harsh and challenging words, I don’t know what is.  “Do you think that I have come to bring peace on earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division!”  And then he goes on to say that households will be divided, fathers against sons, mothers against daughters, three against two, two against three.  Who wants to hear that?  What hope and comfort are in those words?  
And yet we know it’s true.  It may have happened in your own life and family.  Religious faith can and often does cause division.  Not long ago I saw again the musical Fiddler on the Roof done by a community theater group that my daughter in-law was part of.  The play deals a lot with division within families, religious tradition versus new ways of life. Where do you draw the line?  This continues to be an ongoing issue that many struggle with.
We come, I believe, each week, to renew our commitment to God’s  Word.  Sometimes, we will feel good, inspired, and comforted.  We will experience the gospel.  But sometimes we will be convicted and challenged.  We will know the law.  We need both, to properly live the life of faith God desires.  


These are exciting days as we get to know each other and think about the mission God is calling us to do.  As we begin let us all make a renewed commitment to God’s Word, remembering that Jesus is the Word, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith; that we speak the Word to one another; and we read the Word in the scriptures.  And let us be open to its work in our lives as both law and gospel, challenging us to lives of faith and comforting us with words of grace.  Amen
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