The 15th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 21 (a)]
September 25, 2011

Psalm 147:1-11

1 Praise the LORD! For it is good to sing praises to our God; 

For it is pleasant and a song of praise is fitting. 

2 The LORD builds up Jerusalem;

He gathers the outcasts of Israel.

3 He heals the brokenhearted

And binds up their wounds. 

4 He determines the number of the stars;

He to all of them their names. 

5 Great is our Lord and abundant in strength;

His understanding is beyond measure. 

6 The LORD lifts up the humble;

He casts the wicked to the ground.

7 Sing to the LORD with thanksgiving;

make melody to our God on the lyre,

8 Who covers the heavens with clouds; he prepares rain for the earth;

he makes grass grow on the hills. 

9 He gives to the beasts their food,

And to the young ravens that cry.

10 His delight is not in the strength of the horse,

nor his pleasure in the legs of a man. 

11 but the LORD takes pleasure in those who fear Him,

in those who hope in his steadfast love.
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Whose sin should you worry about?  That question is at play for the prophet Ezekiel.  To show what is at stake, our Lord brings up a proverb that the Israelites have been repeating to each other:

The fathers eat the sour grapes,

 But the children's teeth are set on edge.

[Ezekiel 18:1]

 
“What do you mean by using this proverb concerning the land of Israel,”

says the Lord,

“As I live you are surely not going to use this proverb in Israel anymore.” 


[Ezekiel 18:3]

What’s wrong with that proverb?  Why is the Lord so upset?  The proverb itself sounds harmless enough—“the fathers eat the sour grapes, But the children's teeth are set on edge.”
We all know that feeling of biting into a fruit that is far too green.  Your mouth puckers up, you want to spit it out, your teeth are on edge.  It’s you who ate the green fruit, it’s your teeth that are on edge.  By repeating the proverb that“the fathers eat the sour grapes, But the children's teeth are set on edge” the Israelites are claiming that their suffering is unfair because it is not them who caused the problem.  It’s like a child whose teeth are on edge, yet it was not him, but his father, who ate the sour grapes.  That’s not fair, the child would say. My mouth should be fine, I’m not the one who caused this, the person who ate the sour grapes, his teeth should be on edge.

You better quit repeating that proverb to each other, says the Lord.  Which is to say, Quit pointing your finger at others, quit worrying about their sin; the sin you need to worry about is ...  your own.  

Ezekiel 18:31:

“Cast away from you all your sin which you have committed and make yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! For why will you die, O house of Israel?

For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone who dies,” declares the Lord GOD. “Therefore, repent and live.”

And there we see the difference in the way we see sin, and the way the Lord sees sin.

We see sin by looking at others, and figuring that they are worse sinners than are we.  It’s a natural thing to do, if by natural we mean the flesh of our sinful nature.  In our sinful flesh, the most natural thing to do is to figure out who is sinning.  It’s natural because the Law of God is written on our hearts, the Law of God does judge sin, and our sinful flesh feels good then, feels maybe a rush of self-righteousness, if we can look around and see someone less righteous than we are.  And it’s an easy thing to do—kind of like shooting fish in a barrel—since everyone around us is, after all, sinful.  If we can’t find sin in the people around us, we had better get our eyes checked, for every person is born into sin.

Not only is it natural to our sinful flesh to see the sin of others, and not only is it an easy thing to do, since everyone is in their own sinful flesh, but there is also the temptation of the demons.  The demons love it when one sinner is wielding the Law against another sinner, each of them trying to be more righteous than the other.  We know that the angels in Heaven—the holy angels—rejoice over a sinner’s humility and repentance.  If the angels in Heaven rejoice over one sinner repenting, then we can know also that the angels in Hell, the demons, they revel over one sinner not repenting of his own sin, but rather accusing others of theirs.

Of this—of this judging others of their sin as if they were worse sinners than you, of this looking at those who sinned, those who ate the sour grapes, and then acting like that is why you are suffering, why your teeth are on edge, as the Israelites put it—of this, the Lord says,

Repent and live ... 

[Stop looking at the sin of others, and you, yourself, Repent and turn back from your sin,]

so that iniquity may not become a stumbling block to you.

[Ezekiel 18:30]


At that, the Law has accomplished its chief task.  Repent of your sin, says the Lord.  The chief task of the Law is to show us our sin, to accuse us, to condemn us, letting us know that, according to our own righteousness, we have no standing before the Lord.

And our teeth are on edge—on edge not because of the sin of others, but our own.

Psalm 147:3 and 6:

[The Lord] heals the brokenhearted

And binds up their wounds. 

The LORD lifts up the humble;

He casts the wicked to the ground.
By hitting us hard with his Law, and letting us look not at the sins of others, but our own, the Lord has brought us to being humble.

The Law is now overcome by the Gospel.  As light shines into darkness, and the darkness is dispelled, so the Lord has shined the forgiveness of the Gospel into our guilt of the Law, and the guilt is no more.

The LORD lifts up the humble;

He casts the wicked to the ground.
The humble are those broken down by the Law, and the Lord lifts them up, clothing them in righteousness to stand before him in honor.

The wicked are not those who have sinned, for all have sinned, but are those who have sinned and refuse to repent.  Refusing to repent, they are cast to the ground.

To be cast to the ground, that is a harsh word.  But it is a harsh word spoken by the Lord to bring us to humility, to repentance, so that, turning back to the Lord, we then hear his Word of grace.

For that is the Word the Lord wants to speak to us!  All this work of the Law, this terrible work of telling us our guilt and why our teeth are on edge, it was all done for this one purpose: that in our humility, we would then hear the Lord’s Word of grace.  

For that is who he is.  He is the Lord who has no pleasure in the death of the sinner, but desires to bring all sinners to repentance so that they would live  (Ezekiel 18:32).

That’s what our Lord is showing us when he gives the parable of the two sons the father asks to work on the vineyard.  Which son did the father’s will, the one who said he would do the work, but then did not?  Or the one who said he would not do the work, but then did?  The teachers of the Law rightly say, the second son, who said he would not work, but then changed his mind and did.

But the concern of Jesus is not, of course, the work on the vineyard.  For no one makes themselves worthy through works.  His concern is the repentance.  Even the tax collectors and prostitutes go into Heaven before you, said Jesus, for the tax-collectors and prostitutes had faith in the forgiveness of sins.

That’s what it’s all about.  The forgiveness of sins.  Know your own sin, the Lord said through Ezekiel.  Know your own sin, and don’t spend your time looking at the sins of others.  Then you will know humility.

But that is good.  For the Lord lifts up the humble.  He heals the brokenhearted.  He binds up the wounds of those who are beat down.  He desires never the death of the sinner, but calls the sinner back to himself.  And that is the gift of repentance from the Lord.


It is a different thing to look at sin from the vantage point of our sinful flesh than from the vantage point of the Lord.

Our sinful flesh looks at the sin of others, and tries to build up our own strength.  The Lord points us to our own sin, and tells us we have no strength.

Psalm 147:10:

[The Lord’s] delight is not in the strength of the horse,

nor his pleasure in the legs of a man. 

but the LORD takes pleasure in those who fear Him,

in those who hope in his steadfast love.
The Lord is not impressed by the strength we build up in the world, his delight is not in what we can accomplish—as the Psalmist puts it, the Lord has no pleasure in the legs of man.

But the Lord does take pleasure in us.  He takes pleasure, the Psalm says, in those who fear him.

The Lord we fear is he who took our sins upon himself and put them to death in his own body on the cross.  The Lord we fear, it’s Jesus who came not for the righteous, but the unrighteous, not for those who are well, but the sick.  He delights in those who come to him in humility.  He takes pleasure in those who, when they fear, turn to him to find hope in his steadfast love.

That is the Gospel, that the Lord lifts up the humble, he forgives the sinner, he heals the brokenhearted, and he binds up our wounds.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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