2nd Sunday after the Epiphany, 1/20/08

1 Corinthians 1:1-9

See What Christ’s Sacrifice Does for You!

  I. It blesses you with grace.

 II. It equips you with spiritual gifts.

III. It fills you with Judgment Day confidence.


It’s that time in the church service when the offering is being gathered. Worshippers are placing their offering envelope in the plate as it passes by them. Except for one man. He stands up and walks to the front of the church, right up to the altar. Only he knows that inside that envelope is $3,000 in cash. But instead of placing that envelope on the altar, the man holds it up to one of the candles. Within seconds it’s gone. Burned up. You and I would exclaim, “What a waste!”

Thousands of years ago, the following act of worship occurred countless times. A Jewish man brings a sheep or a goat or even a bull to the Temple in Jerusalem. He meets the priest on duty that day and hands the animal over to him. They slaughter the animal and then lay it on the altar over a blazing hot fire. Within minutes there’s very little, if anything, left. Burned up. Gone! An animal worth up to thousands of dollars in today’s money. Some might exclaim, “What a waste!”

In this morning’s gospel we heard John the Baptist proclaim that Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. That name calls to mind the fact that Jesus had come to sacrifice himself for the sins of the world. It’s as if Jesus had come to place himself on that altar of burnt offering. Some might exclaim, “What a tragedy! The world lost a wonderful prophet.” Others would call it foolishness, even a waste of a good life. But you and I by God’s grace know how meaningful that sacrifice was and is. It won all sorts of blessings for us.

In the opening words of his First Letter to the Corinthians, Paul reminds us what some of those blessings are. In a way, he invites us to take a look at them. So let’s do that. See what Christ’s sacrifice does for you! Will you do that with me this morning?

I.

Have you ever noticed the differences in the greetings of various languages? For instance, in English we say “Hello.” Germans say, “Wie Gehts”—how goes it? The French say, “Bonjour”—good day.  In Spanish, it’s “Hola”—hello. The Jews say, “Shalom”—peace. And the Greeks say, “Chaire”—rejoice or blessings or grace.

Paul begins his letter to the Corinthians—who spoke Greek— with the common Greek greeting. “Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ.”

But when Paul blessed them with God’s grace, it was much more than a cliché greeting. He wasn’t sharing a mere formality. He wasn’t even expressing a pious wish—“I wish you God’s grace.”

Paul was expressing a saving certainty. He was telling them that they had the grace of God—his undeserved favor.

What’s that grace all about? It’s all about the sacrifice that Jesus made. Christ’s sacrifice was the very center of God’s grace. God’s justice and holiness demanded that sin be paid for. The punishment for sin was eternal death in hell. That’s where all of mankind was headed. But God rescued us from hell through the sacrifice that Jesus made. He died as the Lamb of God. Jesus’ death was the only death sufficient to pay for the sins of the world because it was the death of the sinless Son of God. He didn’t die for his own sins; he was sinless. He died for the sins of the world.

By opening his letter with the greeting of grace, Paul was stating the truth that God’s grace was for all the Corinthians. In fact, it’s for every sinner. If you are a sinner reading these words of Paul, then God’s grace is for you.

That’s what Christ’s sacrifice is all about. It’s about God’s grace which is for you.

It’s a sad fact that far too many people who consider themselves to be Christians are under the false impression that they are going to heaven because of the good things they have done. They have no concept of the rescue God performed for them when he sacrificed his Son for their sins. But what a personal tragedy when you and I fail to acknowledge our need for that rescue! We’re willing to confess our sins; none of us would claim to be without sin. But how often do we consider that we, yes—you and me—deserve eternal hell for the sins we just confessed? Some murderer deserves hell, but you and me, good church-going Christians? Good law abiding citizens? That’s the fact! And it’s only when we admit it that we then appreciate the grace of God. God did to his Son what we deserve. See what Christ’s sacrifice does for you. It blesses you with God’s grace.

II.

Have you seen the movie “Pay it Forward”? It’s about a boy in middle school who comes up with a wonderful idea for a class project. He called it “pay it forward.” When someone does something nice for you, don’t seek to repay them. That only creates a small exchange of goodwill between two people, an exchange that can even become self-serving. Instead, when someone does something nice for you, show your thanks to them by doing something nice for someone else—preferably a complete stranger. And when they thank you, encourage them to pay it forward.

Christians have the highest motivation to pay it forward. We have a God who loved us so much that he sacrificed himself for us. Love for Christ moves us to love others. And one way we do that is by serving others. Jesus once told his disciples, “As I have loved you, so you must love one another.”(Jn. 13:34). The highest way we can show our love for others is to serve them in love.

And our God considers that service so important that he gave us gifts to use in serving others. Paul writes, “Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift.” That’s his way of stating, “God has showered you with his spiritual gifts.” What gifts is he talking about? Later in his letter he spends a great deal of time on spiritual gifts and how to use them. He speaks at length about the body of believers being just like a body with many parts. Each part must perform the service it is uniquely designed to do.

Which spiritual gifts do you have? Maybe it’s helping those in need. Maybe it’s being able to pray for others. Perhaps it’s the gift of being good with your hands—you’re a handy person. Maybe you’re good at teaching. Perhaps you have people skills or administrative skills. Maybe you have the gift of being an encourager. God gives all sorts of gifts to his people. He often gives many gifts to each person. He does that because Jesus sacrificed himself for you, for all people.

See what Christ’s sacrifice does for you! It equips you with spiritual gifts.

This is a good time of year to analyze what spiritual gifts God has given you and how you will use them. The busy holidays are past. The winter weather slows things down. It’s a new year and we tend to plan how we’ll use our time and abilities. But before you plan ahead, think back. Think back to how you’ve used, or should we say “misused”, our abilities and gifts in the past. No one does a perfect job of being faithful with the gifts God gives. We can’t. We’re sinners. But through the sacrifice of Christ we have forgiveness. No more guilt! And along with that forgiveness Christ equips us with gifts to use in his kingdom. How will you in love for Christ use your gifts in serving others? Think about it. Pray about it. Act on it.

III.

How long has it been since you had that “big” meeting with someone—your boss, an employee, the board of directors, your doctor, a family member? We’ve all had them in our lives. It’s one of those things we don’t look forward to, but it must be done. And waiting for it to happen brings on all sorts of negative emotions—stress, anxiety, fear, doubt. But you keep the meeting on your schedule and you hope and pray for a favorable outcome.

What things make you anxious in your spiritual life? Maybe you haven’t thought about it that way. After all, your Christian faith isn’t suppose to bring you anxiety; it’s suppose to bring you comfort. It’s not to be the cause of doubts; it’s to be the cause of confidence. Your Christian faith isn’t about feeling guilty; it’s about receiving pardon.

But aren’t there things in your spiritual life that make you uneasy, to say the least? One of the facts of life in general and of your spiritual life in particular, is that we’ll face death unless Jesus returns before we die. Does the thought of dying disturb you? Some people avoid it at all costs. Others spend ridiculous sums of money to hold it off as long as possible. Let’s admit it—we’re not in love with the idea of dying.

And then we face God’s judgment. Paul mentions the judgment at the end of our text. Not very comforting, is it? The concept of Judgment Day is one most people refuse to consider. They talk their way around it.

But Paul reminds us that Christ’s sacrifice removes all such anxiety and doubt. “[Jesus Christ] will keep you strong to the end, so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.” You don’t have to hope you make it. As a Christian you won’t slide under the tag and hope to hear the Lord call you safe at home. He declares so right now. He tells you in fact that he declares you holy in his eyes and fit for life in his eternal kingdom and that he will keep you that way until Judgment Day arrives. He does that through word and sacrament—the very thing he shares with us this morning. That blessing is yours because Jesus won it for you when he sacrificed himself as the Lamb of God for you.

See what Christ’s sacrifice does for you. It fills you with Judgment Day confidence.

We live in uncertain times. It appears a recession is on the economic horizon. Fuel and food prices are on the rise. Who knows who will be leading our country a year from now? And what’s in store for you personally? I’m not sure. The Lord doesn’t tell us. But he does tell us that on the next greatest day in history—Judgment Day—we’ll stand blameless before him. And it’s not because of something you will yet do; it’s because of what Jesus already did. He sacrificed himself for you. That wasn’t a waste. That was the way he blesses you eternally. Amen.

