The 6th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 12] (a)
July 24, 2011

Deuteronomy 7:6–9; Matthew 13:44–52
Romans 8:28–39

28 We know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 29For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified. 31What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? 33Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 34Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. 35Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? 36As it is written, “For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” 37No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, 39nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
When things go wrong, where do we see God coming in?

We can easily speak of God when things go well.  The man with a new job says, “I’ve been blessed by God.”  The woman with good news from the doctor, “What a blessing,” she says.  A husband and wife celebrating their 50th, “How they’ve been blessed,” everyone says.

When the news is good, God seems to be everywhere.

But what of the damaged economy, the man having just lost his job—Is God anywhere to be found in that?  The woman with devastating news from her doctor—Is God hiding from her?  The marriage broken far short of the 50th anniversary—Is God on vacation?


The Law speaks its answer, of course.  The Law dispenses retribution.  Good things are rewarded, bad things punished.  Retribution, judgement, vengeance—these are the words of the Law.  If a bad thing happens to a good person, well then, the person wasn’t good, or else the bad thing wouldn’t have happened to him.  So when the people around Jesus see a blind man, they ask,

“Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he should’ve been born blind?”


[John 9:2]

That’s the voice of the Law.  Retribution, reward and punishment, judgement and vengeance—everything is understood through that lens.  So now we’re trying to figure out how we stand before God by measuring how good things are in our life.  Are you healthy, hold down a prestigious job, drive a new car?  Then you must be in good shape with God—he is blessing you.  On the other hand, are you barely keeping yourself out of the hospital, don’t know where to find a job, and having trouble keeping your car on the road without another break-down?  Then God must be mad at you, and his blessings are far off.

But then how would we explain the Apostle Paul being thrown into prison, St. Stephen being stoned to death, the prophet Elijah being chased all over the desert by evil Queen Jezebel?  God loved Paul and Stephen and Elijah.  He called them his own.  He gave them his Name.  And yet, for them it was imprisonment, rocks, and running.  How do we explain Mother Mary?  She was a Virgin appointed by God to give birth to God the Son on Earth; and Jesus loved his Mother with a perfect love—so why did the Blessed Virgin Mary have to end up as a mother looking on helplessly while evil men hung her innocent Son on the cross to die?  Is there anything worse than that?


The Law is good and true.  The Law does bring it’s judgement and retribution, and for that reason, we see weakness, sickness, death, and fear in our sinful world.  But the Law doesn’t explain why bad things happen to good people.  It doesn’t help us make sense of why someone who bears the Name of the Lord from Baptism suffers.

The Law cannot explain why Paul sat in a cold prison, why Stephen was killed with stones, why Elijah was chased across the desert by Jezebel, or why Mary had to watch her own Son die.

By the Law, we will never understand the suffering of the righteous; we will be left, then, trying to make everything in our own lives go right, so that we won’t then have any of the Law’s evidence that God is exacting retribution on us.

By the Law, we will never find any confidence or comfort of how we stand before the face of God.


So when things go wrong, where do we see God coming in?  When he is confronted with evil and suffering in our world, does he just pick up his ball and go home, as if he were no longer God, as if he can’t have anything to do with evil, so when evil is around, he’s not? 

Romans 8:28:

We know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.
God is here, in our midst .  He is never counted absent.  The Apostle Paul says he is right there, with us in the pain, in all affliction, never apart from us, so that nothing, not tribulation, nor distress, nor persecution, famine, nakedness, danger or sword, nothing, no power on Earth, no power of the demons, nothing separates us from the love of Christ—he is here, with us.

When bad things happen, when we can’t understand why something unfair is being done, God is still here—he doesn’t stop being God, he doesn’t stop being our Lord who loves us.


He is here, working all things together for good.  All things include the good things, but also the bad.

That there are bad things goes without saying.  That’s just our fallen world, this creation into which we brought sin, it’s just our sinful flesh and all the sickness and fear that goes along with that.

That there are bad things is only to say that we are sinners living in a sinful world, so to expect anything other than sin and its effects would be unrealistic.

But the extraordinary thing, the wonderful thing, the thing not of the Law but of the Gospel, is that when God sees our sin and our suffering, he doesn’t check out.  He is with us, working all things to his good purpose.

He sees us, and he loves us.  He’s like a man finding a treasure in a field.  Once that man identifies the treasure, it becomes his singular focus.  He rejoices and celebrates over finding the treasure, and getting possession of that field becomes his goal.  He goes home and sells all that he has just to buy the field.  Nothing else matters but the treasure in that field—the man must have his hands around that treasure.

The treasure is you—it is you and me and our children.  It is our neighbor. The Lord stops at nothing; he sells out all that he has, even his own life, just to have the treasure he can’t do without.  With his Own blood he has paid the redemption for the world, and now his joy is that he has his treasure, you.

This is the Gospel.  That the Lord pays the price of his Own blood to purchase you out of sin and death, that the Lord claims you as his possession, forgiving your sins and putting his Name on you in Baptism, this is the Gospel.


And now the Gospel lets us understand where God is in our lives, even in the suffering and the bad things.

By the Law, we cannot understand this, for the Law lets us know God only according to his retribution and according to what we can make of ourselves.

But by the Gospel, we now see a God who is here, with us, bound to us, in everything, including the bad.

He doesn’t check out.  He continues being God over all things; he continues being our Lord in our lives.  So that even when evil is done, he is working it all together for your benefit and blessing, keeping you in his Gospel.

Satan can’t grasp this, of course.  He thinks he has true power.  He thought that when he did the evil of having an innocent man crucified on the cross, it was actually a victory for evil.  It was not.  It was God, working all things together, even using the evil of Satan to bring about the good of Jesus Christ crucified for all sinners.

Satan can’t grasp how God works all things together for good, but the Apostle Paul can.  We can remember, after all, the evil that Paul did, back when he was still named Saul, how Paul was one of the men who brought about the great evil of stoning to death Stephen. 

So when Paul says that God works together all things for good, we know that Paul speaks of what he knows firsthand.  The Lord has taken even Paul’s great evil of persecuting the church, and the Lord has used it to bring about the proclamation of the Gospel.  And it is that Gospel that saved Paul, so that Paul was then given to know that nothing, not tribulation, nor distress, nor famine, nor nakedness, nor sword, not even Paul’s own sin—nothing can separate him from the love of God which is his in Christ Jesus his Lord.


Where do we find God for us?  When we suffer, when we’re afflicted, when we’re torn up with doubts—has God quit being God and just gone home.

No, says Paul.  He is here.  Here with you in your affliction, suffering with you.  With you in your fear, saying to you, Fear not.  With you in your doubt, saying, Be still, and know that I am your Lord.  

We find him in his Word, his Gospel making us his.  We find him in his Name bestowed in Baptism.  We find him in his Body and Blood given us in the Sacrament.  He is here, among us, in the midst of it all, binding himself to us and our children, forgiving our sins, promising to be with us always.

Romans 8:39:

Neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, 39nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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