5th Sunday after the Epiphany (a)
February 6, 2011

Isaiah 58:3-9a;  Matthew 5:13-20
1 Corinthians 2:1-16
1 And when I came to you, brethren, I did not come with superiority of speech or of wisdom, proclaiming to you the testimony of God. 2 For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified. 3 I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling, 4 and my message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, 5 so that your faith would not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God. 6 Yet we do speak wisdom among those who are mature; a wisdom, however, not of this age nor of the rulers of this age, who are passing away; 7 but we speak God's wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God predestined before the ages to our glory; 8 the wisdom which none of the rulers of this age has understood; for if they had understood it they would not have crucified the Lord of glory; 9 but just as it is written, "THINGS WHICH EYE HAS NOT SEEN AND EAR HAS NOT HEARD, AND WHICH HAVE NOT ENTERED THE HEART OF MAN, ALL THAT GOD HAS PREPARED FOR THOSE WHO LOVE HIM." 10 For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God. 11 For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the spirit of the man which is in him? Even so the thoughts of God no one knows except the Spirit of God. 12 Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may know the things freely given to us by God, 13 which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. 14 But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. 15 But he who is spiritual appraises all things, yet he himself is appraised by no one. 16 For WHO HAS KNOWN THE MIND OF THE LORD, THAT HE WILL INSTRUCT HIM? But we have the mind of Christ.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Listening to Jesus can be frustrating.  When Jesus is using parables to teach, and it seems confusing, his Apostles end up asking, 

Why do you speak in parables?

[Matthew 13:10]

Jesus tells them, 

To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom of Heaven, but to them it has not been granted.

[Matthew 13:11]

So there it is: the mysteries of the kingdom of Heaven.

Why this talk of mystery, of things hidden in parables, of messages spoken but not given to be understood?

Jesus can be frustrating. He speaks a parable, but it is not clear, except to those to whom it is granted.  

And it gets more difficult than that.  The Apostle John tells us that in the miracles of Jesus and in his teaching the people, Jesus

“has blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts, Lest they should see with their eyes, Lest they should understand with their hearts and turn.”


[John 12:40]

So what is all this with Jesus doing miracles and speaking in such a way that it is a mystery, it actually makes people more blind to God and hardens them further in their sin?

It is the working of the Law.  It is our Lord doing things in ways that can be perceived by the wisdom of our world.  

The wisdom of our world can perceive things like the healing of a leper or the giving sight to a blind man.  Maybe the wisdom of our world doesn’t understand how it was done, or why it was done, but the wisdom of our world does perceive that it was done.  After all, what do you do when a man who 10 seconds ago was blind, can now look at you and tell you what color your hair is?  Or a deaf man can now hear you call him by name?  These things can be seen and observed, they are measurable—they are not a mystery to the wisdom of our world.

The speaking of the Law, too—that is perceived to the wisdom of our world.  The Law which says a man should not harm his neighbor, a parent should care for the child, a person should not speak destructively behind the back of another—these things of the Law, they are not a mystery to the wisdom of our world, anyone can recognize them.

So why the parables, why the Lord speaking in paradoxes so that the Apostles have to ask him, Why do you speak in parables?

The Law does not come as a mystery.  It makes sense.  It’s justice; it’s retribution for sin; it’s the sinner standing before God guilty; it’s you and me living in shame for the sin of our hearts.  The Law does not come as a mystery—even every false religion, even the wisdom of our world is able to understand the Law.

But the Gospel—the Gospel comes as a mystery.  1 Corinthians 2:7:

but we speak God's wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God predestined before the ages to our glory; the wisdom which none of the rulers of this age has understood; for if they had understood it they would not have crucified the Lord of glory; but just as it is written, “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, Nor have entered into the heart of man The things which God has prepared for those who love Him.”  For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God. 
The wisdom of our world is the wisdom of the Law; and even our sinful flesh, even the demons, recognizes the Law.

The wisdom of God is the Gospel—God’s wisdom in a mystery.  

The mystery is, The crucified Lord of glory.  The mystery is Jesus speaking parables which reveal the cross, parables which can be understood only in view of the cross, so that the message of those parables is made plain only in the revelation of the cross.  

The mystery is that God, holy God, loves the sinner, loves you and me and our families, and, though it makes no sense to the wisdom of our world, in his love, he becomes a Man in order to die for our sins.  The mystery is, the cross.


But the cross will never be understood by our wisdom.  It can’t be.  Our wisdom is built upon the Law.  

So, the Apostle tells us, God’s mystery, the mystery of the cross, is made known by the Holy Spirit.  It is revealed by the Holy Spirit, who knows all things of God, for he, along with the Father and the Son is God, and who knows also all things of you and me.

He knows our sin.  He knows how we are driven by the Law and under the wisdom of the world.  And he loves us.

So he teaches us.  He teaches us a wisdom we will never know in our world, a wisdom which is strange and counter to everything of our world, the wisdom of Christ Jesus crucified for our world.

He teaches us by the Gospel.  In the Gospel preached, in the Gospel given in Baptism, in the Gospel of sins-forgiven in the Body and Blood of the Lord’s Table, it is the Holy Spirit revealing to us the mystery of God.  As the Apostle puts it,

Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words.

[1 Corinthians 2:13]

The spiritual words are the words of the Gospel, the words of Jesus Christ crucified, of sins-forgiven, of the sinner rescued from shame and brought into honor before God, all by virtue of the cleansing blood of the Son of God.

The spiritual words, that is the Gospel, and the Holy Spirit has bound himself to those words.  So that, whenever we are hearing the Gospel proclaimed, there the Holy Spirit is coming to us and cleansing us.  Wherever a little baby, or an adult, is being baptized into the cross, there the Holy Spirit is rescuing from the demons and making a child of God for eternity.  Wherever a Christian is given to eat the Body and drink the Blood of Jesus for the forgiveness of sins, there the Holy Spirit is found in his dwelling place.  Wherever the Gospel, there the Holy Spirit, having bound himself to those words of the promise.


So, as Paul says, this is what we preach, Christ crucified.  It is a mystery to our world, even foolishness, but it is the wisdom of God by which every sinner is justified.

So why isn’t the whole world banging down the doors of the church to hear this Gospel?  

There is no other place that a sinner can go to be cleansed of sins, than to the preaching of the Gospel.  The person hiding in the shadows because of shame, there is no other place to go than to the church, where the Holy Spirit is bound to the words and is bestowing new life in Baptism.  To the person despairing of worldly life, there is no other place to go than to the Lord who gives his Body and Blood to the sinner, cleansing the life of the sinner, bestowing hope.

So why isn’t the whole world knocking down the doors to get into the church to hear this Gospel?  

Natural man,
says Paul,

does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. 

[1 Corinthians 2:14]


Jesus, with his Gospel of all sins forgiven, can be frustrating.  He is speaking his Gospel into a world under the Law and driven by fear, and the Gospel will never be heard by the ears of Law.

But the Gospel is spoken, it is preached in the church, it is given in the Body and Blood, and to that Gospel, the Holy Spirit has bound himself for the purpose of coming to the sinner.

So the prayer of the church is for the Holy Spirit.  Come, O Holy Spirit, with your gifts.  Come in the words of the Gospel as you have so promised.

To each of us, Come, O Holy Spirit, Come cleansing us of our sin, rescuing us from the demons, delivering us from death.

To our families, Come, O Holy Spirit, Come bringing reconciliation where there is conflict, bringing the word of life where there is fear, making us your people of peace and hope.

To our congregation, Come, O Holy Spirit, Come making this a place of mercy spoken among your people, a place of consolation and comfort for every sinner.

To our neighbor, to our world, Come, O Holy Spirit, Come replacing the doctrines of men and the wisdom of our world with the doctrine of Christ crucified and the wisdom of salvation, bringing many out of the darkness of life under the Law’s retribution into the light of life bestowed by the Gospel.

The church prays, Come, O Holy Spirit.  

And that prayer, from the mouth of the people who belong to the Holy Spirit, is heard. 

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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