NEW YEARS DAY (CIRCUMCISION OF OUR LORD)       NUMBERS 6:22-27                       JANUARY 1, 2006

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     OUR OLD TESTAMENT LESSON REMINDS US THAT THE ONLY TRUE GOD IS THE TRIUNE GOD OF FATHER, SON, AND HOLY SPIRIT.  TRUE, THIS TEACHING IS NOT AS CLEAR IN THE OLD TESTAMENT AS IT IS IN THE NEW TESTAMENT, BUT AS OUR TEXT SHOWS US THE “THREENESS” OF GOD IS SEEN EVEN IN THE OLD TESTAMENT.  OUR TEXT IS KNOWN AS THE “AARONIC BENEDICTION” BECAUSE IT WAS THE BLESSING GIVEN BY GOD TO AARON AND HIS SONS TO BLESS HIS PEOPLE.  THREE TIMES THE WORD “LORD” IS USED AND YET WITH THIS THREE-FOLD BLESSING GOD SAYS THAT THE PRIESTS WOULD PUT GOD’S “NAME” (SINGULAR) ON HIS PEOPLE.  WE SEE THIS SAME KIND OF PLAY BETWEEN THREE AND ONE IN OUR BAPTISM WHEN JESUS SAYS:  “…BAPTIZING THEM IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER, AND OF THE SON, AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.”  THE WORD “NAME” IS SINGULAR, YET THREE NAMES ARE MENTIONED:  FATHER, SON, AND HOLY SPIRIT.  ONE GOD, THREE PERSONS---THE MYSTERY OF THE TRINITY.  AND SO YOU’LL NOTICE THAT OUR LITURGY BEGINS AND ENDS WITH THE TRIUNE GOD.  IT BEGINS WITH OUR BAPTISM IN HIS NAME AND IT ENDS WITH THE BENEDICTION IN HIS NAME.  SINCE IT COMES DIRECTLY FROM GOD WE SHOULD BE NOT SURPRISED TO LEARN THAT THE BENEDICTION IS “GOD’S WORK FOR US.”
 I.  IN THE BENEDICTION WE SEE THE WORK OF GOD THE FATHER FOR US AS HE SAYS:  “THE LORD BLESS YOU AND KEEP YOU.”   AND SO WE READ IN PSALM 121:  “THE LORD IS YOUR KEEPER…THE LORD WILL PROTECT YOU FROM EVIL…THE LORD WILL GUARD YOUR GOING OUT AND YOUR COMING IN FROM THIS TIME FORTH AND FOREVER MORE.”
     A.  THE FATHER IS THE FIRST PERSON OF THE HOLY TRINITY.  IN THE NICENE CREED WE CONFESS:  “I BELIEVE IN ONE GOD, THE FATHER ALMIGHTY MAKER OF HEAVEN AND EARTH AND OF ALL THINGS VISIBLE AND INVISIBLE” AND IN THE APOSTLES’ CREED WE CONFESS:  “I BELIEVE IN GOD, THE FATHER ALMIGHTY, MAKER OF HEAVEN AND EARTH.”   THE FATHER IS OF ONE ESSENCE WITH THE SON AND THE HOLY SPIRIT.  THERE IS ONLY ONE GOD.  AND YET, THE FATHER IS DIFFERENT FROM THE SON AND THE HOLY SPIRIT.  THIS IS THE MYSTERY OF THE TRINITY:   THREE DISTINCT PERSONS IN ONE GOD.  IN THE SCRIPTURES THE “FATHER” IS USUALLY MENTIONED AS THE SOURCE OF ALL OUR BLESSINGS.  AND SO ISAIAH SAYS:  “YET, O LORD, YOU ARE OUR FATHER.  WE ARE THE CLAY, YOU ARE THE POTTER; WE ARE ALL THE WORK OF YOUR HAND.”  AND SO JAMES SAYS:  “EVERY GOOD THING BESTOWED AND EVERY PERFECT GIFT IS FROM ABOVE, COMING DOWN FROM THE FATHER."    AND SO THE BENEDICTION SAYS:  “THE LORD BLESS YOU AND KEEP YOU.”   ALL THE GOOD THINGS THAT WE HAVE IN OUR LIVES COME FROM THE FATHER JUST AS JESUS SAYS IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL:  “IF YOU, THEN, THOUGH YOU ARE EVIL, KNOW HOW TO GIVE GOOD GIFTS TO YOUR CHILDREN, HOW MUCH MORE WILL YOUR FATHER IN HEAVEN GIVE YOU GOOD GIFTS.”  AND WE OFTEN TAKE ALL OUR GOOD THINGS FOR GRANTED, SEEING INSTEAD WHAT WE DON’T HAVE.

     B.  SO THE FATHER IS THE SOURCE OF ALL OUR PHYSICAL BLESSINGS—EVERYTHING WE NEED TO SUPPORT THIS BODY AND LIFE.  MARTIN LUTHER CAPTURES THIS TRUTH IN HIS SMALL CATECHISM AS HE EXPLAINS THE FIRST ARTICLE OF THE CREED:  “I BELIEVE THAT GOD HAS MADE ME AND ALL CREATURES.  HE HAS GIVEN ME MY BODY AND SOUL, EYES, EARS, AND ALL MY MEMBERS, MY REASON AND MY SENSES AND STILL TAKES CARE OF THEM.  HE ALSO GIVES ME CLOTHING AND SHOES, FOOD AND DRINK, HOUSE AND HOME, WIFE AND CHILDREN, LAND, ANIMALS AND ALL THAT I HAVE.  HE DAILY AND RICHLY PROVIDES ME WITH ALL I NEED TO SUPPORT THIS BODY AND LIFE. HE DEFENDS ME AGAINST ALL DANGER AND GUARDS AND PROTECTS ME FROM ALL EVIL.”  BUT THE FATHER IS ALSO THE SOURCE OF OUR MOST IMPORTANT BLESSINGS--- OUR SPIRITUAL BLESSINGS.  FOR IT IS THE FATHER WHO SENT JESUS INTO THE WORLD TO BE OUR SAVIOR AS JESUS SAYS IN JOHN’S GOSPEL:  “THE FATHER HAS SENT ME” (JOHN 8:18).  AND IT IS THE FATHER WHO HAS ALSO SENT US THE HOLY SPIRIT AGAIN AS JESUS SAYS TO HIS DISCIPLES IN JOHN’S GOSPEL:  “BUT THE HOLY SPIRIT WHOM THE FATHER WILL SEND…WILL REMIND YOU OF EVERYTHING I HAVE SAID TO YOU.”  THE FIRST PERSON OF THE TRINITY, THE FATHER, IS THE SOURCE OF ALL OUR BLESSINGS—BOTH PHYSICAL AND SPIRITUAL. 

II.  THE WORK OF GOD THE SON MAY ALSO BE SEEN IN THE AARONIC BENEDICTION:  “THE LORD MAKE HIS FACE SHINE UPON YOU AND BE GRACIOUS TO YOU.”   

     A.  THE SON OF GOD EXISTED BEFORE THE MAN JESUS DID.  HE IS THE SECOND PERSON OF THE TRIUNE GOD, BEGOTTEN OF THE FATHER IN ALL ETERNITY.  THIS IS PART OF THE MYSTERY OF THE TRINITY.  AS THE SON OF GOD HE RECEIVES HIS BEING FROM HIS FATHER….NOT HIS HUMAN NATURE, BUT HIS DIVINE NATURE.  LIKE THE FATHER THE SON IS ETERNAL.  HE HAS ALWAYS EXISTED.  AS THE FATHER AS EXISTED FROM ETERNITY SO THE SON HAS EXISTED FROM ETERNITY.  THE SON OF GOD, THE SECOND PERSON OF THE TRIUNE GOD, CAME INTO OUR WORLD AS THE MAN JESUS CHRIST TO GIVE US THE LIGHT OF GOD, THE TRUTH OF GOD AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO THE GALATIANS:  “BUT WHEN THE FULLNESS OF TIME CAME, GOD SENT FORTH HIS SON, BORN OF A WOMAN” (GALATIANS 4:4).   THE FUNCTION OF LIGHT IS TO REVEAL.  LIGHT LET’S US SEE.  TO HAVE GOD’S FACE SHINE UPON US IS TO KNOW THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD.   IN JESUS CHRIST WE SEE THE FACE OF THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD JUST AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS SECOND LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS:  “FOR GOD…MADE HIS LIGHT SHINE IN OUR HEARTS TO GIVE US THE LIGHT OF THE KNOWLEDGE OF THE GLORY OF GOD IN THE FACE OF CHRIST.” IN JESUS CHRIST, AND IN JESUS CHRIST ALONE, GOD’S FACE SHINES UPON US.

     B.  AND WHAT DOES THIS LIGHT REVEAL?  WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO HAVE GOD’S FACE SHINE UPON US IN JESUS CHRIST?  JUST WHAT THE BENEDICTION SAYS:  “THE LORD MAKE HIS FACE SHINE UPON YOU AND BE GRACIOUS TO YOU.”  IN OTHER WORDS, IN JESUS CHRIST OUR GOD IS A LOVING, FORGIVING, MERCIFUL GOD WHO DELIVERS US FROM SIN AND DEATH.   NOT BECAUSE OF ANYTHING WE HAVE DONE…BUT BECAUSE HE IS LOVE AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS:  

“GOD DEMONSTRATES HIS OWN LOVE FOR US IN THIS:  WHILE WE WERE STILL SINNERS, CHRIST DIED FOR US” (ROMANS 5: 8).  ONLY IN JESUS CHRIST DO WE KNOW WITH CERTAINTY THAT GOD LOVES US, BECAUSE HE HAS DEMONSTRATED HIS LOVE BY WHAT HE HAS DONE FOR US IN HIS SON.  THE LIGHT OF GOD IS HIS TRUTH AND GRACE.  THIS IS WHAT WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST AS JOHN SAYS IN HIS GOSPEL:  “AND THE WORD BECAME FLESH AND DWELT AMONG US….FULL OF GRACE AND TRUTH” (JOHN 1:14).  GOD DIDN’T HAVE TO SAVE THE HUMAN RACE FROM DEATH AND DAMNATION.  HE DOESN’T OWE US ANYTHING.  IF HE DAMNED ALL OF US HE WOULDN’T BE DOING ANYTHING WRONG……..FOR IT’S WHAT WE DESERVE AND THAT’S CALLED JUSTICE.  BUT GOD DOESN’T GIVE US WHAT WE DESERVE.  HE DOESN’T GIVE US JUSTICE.  HE GIVES US MERCY.  HE GIVES US GRACE.  FOR JESUS WAS SENT BY THE FATHER TO RECEIVE THE JUSTICE OF GOD ON THE CROSS.  GOD’S JUSTICE WAS SATISFIED IN THE DEATH OF JESUS WHO DIED FOR THE SINS OF ALL HUMANITY.  AND NOW GOD CAN OFFER FORGIVENESS AND LIFE TO ALL PEOPLE.  AND SO PAUL CAN CONCLUDE HIS LETTER TO THE GALATIANS SIMPLY BY SAYING: THE GRACE OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST BE WITH YOU.”   THIS IS ALL FOUND IN THE AARONIC BENEDICTION: “THE LORD MAKE HIS FACE SHINE UPON YOU AND BE GRACIOUS TO YOU.”
III.  AND FINALLY, WE SEE ALSO THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IN THE AARONIC BENEDICTION:    “THE LORD LIFT UP HIS COUNTENANCE UPON YOU [OR AS OUR TEXT SAYS, THE LORD TURN HIS FACE TOWARD YOU AND GIVE YOU PEACE.” 

     A.  THE HOLY SPIRIT IS THE THIRD PERSON OF THE TRIUNE GOD WHO, AS WE SAY IN THE NICENE CREED “PROCEEDS FROM THE FATHER AND THE SON.”  LIKE THE FATHER AND THE SON, THE HOLY SPIRIT IS GOD WHO HAS EXISTED FROM ETERNITY.  WHILE THE SON IS BEGOTTEN OF THE FATHER; THE HOLY SPIRIT PROCEEDS FROM THE FATHER AND THE SON.  LIKE THE FATHER BEGETTING THE SON, THIS PROCESSION OF THE HOLY SPIRIT FROM THE FATHER AND THE SON IS AN ETERNAL ACT.  FOR THE FATHER, SON, AND HOLY SPIRIT HAVE ALWAYS EXISTED AT THE SAME TIME.  THE SPECIAL WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IS TO TESTIFY TO THE PERSON AND WORK OF JESUS CHRIST JUST AS JESUS SAYS OF HIM IN JOHN’S GOSPEL:  “HE WILL TESTIFY OF ME” (JOHN 5:26) AND AGAIN HE SAYS:  “THE SPIRIT WILL TAKE FROM WHAT IS MINE AND MAKE IT KNOWN TO YOU.”  SO IN THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST THE HOLY SPIRIT TESTIFIES ABOUT THE TRUTH OF JESUS CHRIST.  THIS TRUTH WAS GIVEN TO THE APOSTLES WHO WROTE IT DOWN IN THE BIBLE.  THIS MEANS THAT THE BIBLE IS THE TESTIMONY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT ABOUT JESUS AS PAUL SAYS IN FIRST CORINTHIANS:  “WE ALSO SPEAK NOT IN WORDS TAUGHT BY HUMAN WISDOM, BUT IN THOSE TAUGHT BY THE SPIRIT.”  THE HOLY SPIRIT TESTIFIES TO JESUS IN SERMONS AND THE ABSOLUTION; IN BAPTISM AND THE LORD’S SUPPER.  

     B.   JESUS ESTABLISHED PEACE WITH GOD WITH HIS DEATH AND RESURRECTION AS THE ANGELS TOLD THE SHEPHERDS AT HIS BIRTH:  "GLORY TO GOD IN THE HIGHEST, AND ON EARTH PEACE TO MEN ON WHOM HIS FAVOR RESTS.”  BUT IT IS THE SPIRIT WHO ACTUALLY GIVES FAITH IN JESUS. FOR WE DO NOT HAVE PEACE WITH GOD UNTIL WE TRUST IN JESUS AS OUR OWN SAVIOR 

FROM SIN AND DEATH AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS:   “HAVING BEEN JUSTIFIED BY FAITH WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD THROUGH OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST.” (ROMANS 8: 9).  THE SPIRIT GIVES US THE BLESSINGS OF JESUS CHRIST AND PEACE WITH GOD BY BRINGING US TO FAITH IN JESUS THROUGH THE GOSPEL AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS;   “IF ANYONE DOES NOT HAVE THE SPIRIT OF CHRIST, HE DOES NOT BELONG TO CHRIST”.  NO ONE CAN CONFESS JESUS AS SAVIOR AND LORD UNLESS THE HOLY SPIRIT HAS GIVEN THEM FAITH.  GOD’S “FACE” IS “TURNED TOWARD US”, HIS “COUNTENANCE” IS “LIFTED UPON” US WHEN THE SPIRIT BRING US TO FAITH…..THEN WE HAVE “PEACE”----PEACE WITH GOD; FOR GOD’S PEACE IS POSSIBLE ONLY AFTER WE HAVE HIS GRACE IN  JESUS CHRIST.. 
CONCLUSION:   THE BIBLE IS VERY CLEAR:  THERE IS ONLY ONE GOD.  AND THIS ONE GOD IS THE TRIUNE GOD OF FATHER, SON, AND HOLY SPIRIT.   THE FATHER IS THE SOURCE OF ALL OUR PHYSICAL AND SPIRITUAL BLESSINGS AS HE HAS SENT HIS SON TO BECOME ONE OF US TO SAVE US FROM SIN AND DEATH.  THE SON DID ALL FATHER ASKED HIM TO DO.  BECAUSE OF HIM WE KNOW THE FATHER’S LOVE AND GRACE.  AND THE HOLY SPIRIT TESTIFIES TO JESUS AND BRINGS PEOPLE TO FAITH IN JESUS GIVING THEM PEACE WITH GOD.   AND SO WE BEGIN OUR LITURGY “IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.”  AND WE END WITH HIS BLESSING:  “THE LORD BLESS YOU AND KEEP YOU; THE LORD MAKE HIS FACE SHINE UPON YOU AND BE GRACIOUS TO YOU; THE LORD LIFT UP HIS COUNTENANCE UPON YOU AND GIVE YOU PEACE.”  AND SO IN THIS WAY THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD PUTS HIS NAME UPON US AND BLESSES US. THIS IS HIS WORK FOR US.  HE IS OUR GOD AND WE ARE HIS PEOPLE.  AMEN.

