LENT 2, C – March 13, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Jer. 26:8-15; Phil. 3:17 – 4:1; Luke 13:31-35
      “Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course.” Luke 13:32
Here we are in the season of Lent. It is fitting that the majority of Lent takes place in the month of March – a rollercoaster of a month, as far as weather. One day it can be sunny and warm, as it was Friday; and then the next day it can be cold and blustery and snowy, as it was yesterday. That’s Lent. It offers us great high’s, such as the account of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead; or, of Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday to the joyous cries of, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” But, Lent also brings us great lows… the greatest, of course, being Jesus’ rejection by the people and His horrible crucifixion on Good Friday.
Lent begins with a low: the mark of ashes and the words, “Remember that dust you are, and to dust you shall return.” As Lutherans we each confess this to be true of ourselves, whether or not we are marked with ashes on Ash Wednesday. For, every Sunday, as we gather in worship, we not only confess that we are sinful and unclean in our very nature; we also confess that, because of our sins, we justly deserve God’s punishment here and now, as well as in eternity. Giving up any claim of righteousness or deservedness – “I am nothing but dust and ashes!” – we throw ourselves upon the mercy of God.
As Lutherans we do not, however, focus upon giving up something for Lent – although, you are free to do so, if you wish. Why do we not emphasize and encourage doing so? A number of reasons could be given, but the main one is this: such a sacrifice is self-chosen. It is not required by and laid upon you by God. Self-chosen sacrifices are, frankly, often self-serving, and not sacrifices for the good of others. But, more importantly, they are uncertain. Who knows whether it will do any good that you give up candy… or desserts… or alcohol for Lent? More importantly: who knows whether God cares that you do so and will bless you for doing so? He hasn’t said, and so you can’t know. Faith in God must rest upon certainty about Him, and not doubt. “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen,” Heb. 11:1 says. And St. Paul says in Rom. 14:23, “whoever has doubts [about what he is doing] is condemned... For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.”
Today’s Scriptures speak of a true sacrifice that God has in mind for you – a sacrifice for your life of faith, and not just for Lent. A suffering that comes upon you because you believe in Jesus: this is your true sacrifice as His follower. It is a true sacrifice because it is not sought or chosen by you. Who wants to suffer? Would we not rather avoid this? No, when you suffer in some way because you believe in Jesus, it is not because you chose this sacrifice. It was laid upon you by God. Does He not have “power that enables him even to subject all things to himself,” as Paul says in Phil. 3? Power to “defend us from all adversities that may happen to the body,” as we prayed in the Collect of the Day? If you suffer because of your faith in Jesus, you do so because God has allowed it. It is His will. Such suffering is, therefore, a true sacrifice. Given by God and not chosen by you, you can be sure that God will direct your sufferings to His ends. Good – God’s intended good – will result, for you and for others.
Jesus is both the example of this and the assurance of this. Look at His response when He is warned that Herod is seeking to kill Him: “Go and tell that fox, ‘Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course. Nevertheless, I must go on my way today and tomorrow and the day following, for it cannot be that a prophet should perish away from Jerusalem.’” He knows the true sufferings that will come, and who will bring them. It will not be Herod who kills Him, but Jerusalem: His own people. Jesus not only knows this; He knows that it is God’s will for Him. “I must go,” He says. As God’s Son He cannot avoid this, for that would be denying His good and loving Father. And so, Jesus goes to Jerusalem.
Since this suffering is God’s will, Jesus also knows that it will result in good. God’s purpose for His life will not be frustrated and prevented by His suffering and death, but will be accomplished. “Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course.” Today and tomorrow and the third day: this brings something to your mind, does it not? The third day is the day of Jesus’ resurrection… of His ultimate and complete victory over sin, death, and hell! “the third day I finish my course.”  Unfortunately, this is not the best translation of what Jesus said. He did not speak in the active, you see – “I finish my course” – but in the passive – “my course is finished [for me].” God was directing His life! It was His almighty and eternal Father’s will that He, the eternal and almighty Son of God, become a man… that He serve sinners and “cast out demons and perform cures” to help them… that He take the sins of the world upon Himself and offer up His life as the payment for them, and in this way utterly and finally cast out demons and rescue us from hell… and that on the third day He rise from the dead and offer His eternally living body to us, that we might be joined to Him and receive the eternal cure of life forever in Him.
Jesus is not just an example of God bringing about good through suffering. He is your cure. For, through the good news of His victory, and through Baptism in His name and the Communion of His body and blood, you are united with Him. He joins you to Himself and fills your dying flesh with His eternally living flesh. Paul therefore says in Phil. 3, “our citizenship is in heaven,” where Jesus is, and one day He “will transform our lowly body to be like His glorious body!” Your life is safe with Him, for He knows you, and He knows your sufferings. In His flesh He has gained the victory over them, as well as over those who bring them!
But, right now you live in your still sin-filled body and in this very sin-filled world. Suffering because of your faith is now God’s way of turning you – and also others, who know you and observe you – away from the desires of your sin-filled body and this sin-filled world. That is why Paul wrote, “join in imitating me,” – a man who endured many sufferings because of his faith in Jesus – “and keep your eyes on those who walk according to the example you have in us.”
This is not easy, of course. It’s not easy to be a follower of Jesus and, because you follow what He taught and did, at times think differently and live differently than others. You may be called a hater of women and an oppressor of the weak because you, like Jesus, believe that every person’s life is precious to God and worthy of care, even if that person is in the womb or is old and frail and terminally ill. You may be considered intolerant because you believe that Jesus is the one true Savior and our only hope, and so you only want to pray in His name and not offer prayer to a generic, unnamed god. You will find the life of faith to be, like Lent and like the weather, a roller coaster: happy and full of joy one day, and then difficult and sad and lonely the next.
Do not be surprised, and do not turn from the sadnesses and sufferings that come because of your faith in Jesus, for they are God’s will. To have your mind set on earthly peace and comfort is to, as Paul says, “walk as [an] enemy of the cross of Christ.” The end of this is destruction – not here and now, perhaps; but certainly in eternity.
No, join with God’s faithful people in saying, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!” You will then find blessed also the suffering that comes because of His name. It is Christ’s cross, the true sacrifice that is marked upon you by God Himself. It will accomplish that which He desires: the transforming of your lowly body to be like His glorious body!

In the blessed name of Jesus. Amen.
PAGE  
3

