LENT 3, C – March 20, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Ezekiel 33:7-20; 1 Cor. 10:1-13; Luke 13:1-9; Psalm 5

 The Lord knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish. Ps. 1:6
One of the oldest Christian writings, apart from the books of the New Testament, is called The Didache (in English, The Teaching). Written probably 70-100 A.D., it lays out basic Christian theology, morality, and conduct. The Didache begins, “There are two Ways, one of Life and one of Death, and there is a great difference between the two Ways.” This reflects the teaching of today’s Scriptures. For instance, Ps. 1:6, from our Introit, states: “The Lord knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.” With God, there are two ways, and two groups of people – and only two: the righteous and the wicked. The distinction between them is quite clear.
To God. It is not so clear to us… although, we may think that it is. We easily fall into thinking that some are more deserving than others of punishments or rewards. Some who were traveling with Jesus thought this. They “told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices” – a terrible atrocity, for those Jews from Galilee were probably at the temple in Jerusalem for the Passover when this happened. There they were, in God’s holy place, preparing their lambs in obedience to God and in preparation for worship, when Pilate’s soldiers arrived and slaughtered them. Like Putin, ordering his troops to bomb maternity hospitals and kill mothers and babies, and to shoot down civilians in bread lines: that was Pilate!
But, of course, it was “the Galileans” that he killed. People from the very north of Israel… people who lived among the pagan Gentiles, buying from and selling to them, and maybe even conversing with them. Those Galilean sinners probably got what they deserved! So thought the more pious Jews, who lived nearer Jerusalem and farther from Gentiles.
We can be easily fooled by appearances and influenced by prejudices. The obvious sinfulness and well-deserved punishment of some easily distracts us from our own sinfulness. Our Lord, however, is not distracted or fooled. “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish,” He says to the people with Him… and to you and to me.

This morning Jesus calls us all to repent. You may not have sinned in the same way as your neighbor or your co-worker… your sins may have less impact upon others and so be considered less bad, less harmful. Even so, don’t be fooled by this; for, God is not fooled. “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” You… me… every single one of us is a sinner. Every single one of us is guilty of putting ourselves before God and before others. And “You are not a God who delights in wickedness,” Ps. 5 says. “You destroy those who speak lies…” and are we not guilty of lying? The Psalm sums it up: “Evil may not dwell with you… The Lord abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful man… You hate all evildoers.” But: doesn’t God hate the sin but love the sinner? We’re all familiar with this saying. Perhaps you’ve even said it. This saying is not found anywhere in the Bible, however. It is our wisdom, and not what God says in His Word.
We must all repent! We must turn away from what we think is good and right and from our sinful ways to God’s works and ways. We can, for God wants this. He will lead you in this. He says in Ezekiel: “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways, for why will you die?” The way of repentance: this is what God wants for us. He considers it the way of life; the way of righteousness.
“The Lord knows the way of the righteous,” says Ps. 1. It doesn’t say that He knows the way of the wicked. Now, He is certainly aware of the wicked. Indeed, nothing is hidden from His sight. His knowing of the righteous, then, is something much more, much deeper than mere awareness.

I looked up in the Old Testament the places where the Hebrew word yada – know – occurs. It is first used in Gen. 3. Satan told Eve that if she ate of the fruit which God had forbidden, “You will be like God, knowing good and evil.” She and Adam would be aware of and understand good and evil; at least, to some extent. The word yada is used next in Gen. 4:1 – “Adam knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain.” Yada – know – is used of intercourse! Such knowing of a husband and wife is an expression of love; a love that not only brings forth the desire for oneness but is also filled with promised commitment and support. Such marital love, such knowing of one’s spouse, is blessed by God. He blesses Adam and Eve with a child.
“The Lord knows the way of the righteous” with a love similar to that which spouses share – with an even greater and fuller love. You do not need to fear being known by God, then, or even fear His knowing of you and your sins. You can confess them to Him in repentance, knowing that He wants to forgive them and bless you by raising you up from them! He will… and how greatly He will do so!

What will He do with the sins you confess? He says through Ezekiel: “If [the wicked] turns from his sin and does what is just and right, if the wicked restores the pledge, gives back what he has taken by robbery, and walks in the statutes of life, not doing injustice, he shall surely live; he shall not die. None of the sins that he has committed shall be remembered against him.” God will no longer know your sins! Complete forgiveness, the forgetting of your sins: this is God’s gift to the repentant!
And then, He who knows you with such love will not leave you alone to struggle with your sins. No, He who forgives and so forgets your every sin and declares you righteous in Christ will also work to bring forth fruits of love – good works – from you!
Good works: our readings today make it sound as though we are saved because we do them. “I will judge each of you according to his ways,” God says to Ezekiel. The man in Jesus’ parable threatens to cut down the unfruitful fig tree because it is not bearing fruit. So: it will be saved if it bears fruit! Good works save!

Not at all. Jesus alone saves you, for He alone bore the punishment of all of your sins and on the cross paid the penalty of death and hell for them. He alone loved God with His whole heart and kept all of His Father’s good commandments. And all of what He has done is offered to you freely in the ministry of His Word and Sacraments. It is received by you through faith alone.
But, can such faith ever be alone? No more than a spouse can desire to be alone and live alone and not desire to be with, and serve in love, the one he/she loves.

Your almighty Father didn’t send His Son into your flesh to save you, and send the Holy Spirit to you to unite you to Christ, so that you might ignore Him. St. Paul tells us of the disaster that follows this. “Our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was Christ. Nevertheless, with most of them God was not pleased, for they were overthrown in the wilderness. Now these things took place as examples for us, that we might not desire evil as they did.” We were rescued from our sins that we might live with God and like God, showing Him to be our Father by producing His fruits! So: how can we not? Luther says in the Smalcald Articles:
“Through faith we have a new and clean heart, and God will and does account us entirely righteous and holy for the sake of Christ, our Mediator… Such faith, renewal, and forgiveness of sins are followed by good works. What is still sinful or imperfect in them will not be counted as sin or defect, for Christ’s sake. The entire individual, both his person and his works, is declared to be righteous and holy from pure grace and mercy, shed upon us and spread over us in Christ… if good works do not follow, the faith is false and not true.” (SA III, Art. XIII)

Thanks be to God, He is a patient Savior. Do not, however, presume upon His patience by ignoring Him and His works! Make the words of David in Ps. 5 your words: “I, through the abundance of your steadfast love, will enter your house. I will bow down toward your holy temple in the fear of you. Lead me, O Lord, in your righteousness.” He will! To the praise and honor of our heavenly Father. Amen.
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