Day One
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Here in Matthew 23:13-39, Jesus is speaking a word of judgment against the leaders of the Jews – those who had the responsibility to shepherd God’s people and care for their spiritual needs.

He speaks this word of judgment because they have become self-centered.  They are focused on themselves and their own personal gain.  And that reveals itself in many ways.

Jesus begins with the general and then moves to specifics.  He calls them hypocrites, these teachers of the law and the Pharisees, because they “shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces.”  By their words and actions, they “won’t let those enter who are trying to.”

Jesus then moves to specifics.  They teach that to swear an oath by the temple or the altar means nothing.  But if they swear an oath by the gold in the temple or the gift on the altar, then they are bound by their oath.  Jesus asks, “Which is greater: the gold or the temple that makes the gold sacred – the gift or the altar that makes the gift sacred?”  The answer is obvious.

The teachers of the law and the Pharisees tithe a tenth of their spices.  They demonstrate their righteousness publicly by the keeping of this law.  And the key here is: Their righteousness.  It is a self-centered piety.  Again, Jesus tells them: “You have neglected the more important matters of the law – justice, mercy and faithfulness.”

This is really a matter of the heart.  They give a public display of piety, but their hearts are far from God.  Jesus says that they are white washed tombs.  They look beautiful on the outside, but they are full of dead men’s bones.  There is no life in them and nothing they do on the outside will change that.

Jesus laments at the end of this section that He longed to gather them together as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings.  But they were not willing.  Their hearts were turned from God.  They were trusting in their own strength and works to save them – to make them worthy before God.

That’s not going to happen.  Nothing they do on the outside will bring life to the tomb that is their heart.  Only Jesus can do that and it can only happen from the inside out.  God is at work to change hearts – to make dead men live.  The good will follow as a result.

Day Two
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Jesus has entered Jerusalem as king in fulfillment of the prophetic word spoken by Zechariah centuries before.  By His words and actions, Jesus has put the religious leaders in their place.  He has demonstrated the authority of a king.

But now as Jesus leaves the temple and His disciples marvel and call attention to the temple’s buildings, He tells them that every stone will be thrown down.  He tells them that the temple with its magnificent buildings and massive stones will be town down.

Empires have risen and fallen.  Changes have taken place.  But the temple was a constant.  It had stood through centuries of change.  Herod had made it even more magnificent.  And now Jesus tells them that a time is coming when not one stone will left upon another.

This had to have been disturbing news.  When they get back to the Mount of Olives on the hills outside of Jerusalem, the disciples ask Him when that will happen.  They want to know what will be the sign of His coming and of the end of the age.

It’s hard for me not to immediately think of Jesus’ second coming and all that is attached to that.  By doing so, I skip past what the disciples are really asking here.  I don’t think that they are asking about His second coming.  That Jesus will ascend into heave in order to return in His glory at the end of time was not part of their thinking.

They may be asking for a sign that will tell them when Jesus will set Himself up as king – when He will establish His kingdom – when He will come into His own.  For them, that would certainly mark the end of the age – the end of Israel’s time of subjection and the beginning of her reign as the nation above all other nations.

And Jesus doesn’t give them that sign.  He speaks of wars and rumors of wars.  He speaks of earthquakes and famines.  He speaks of troubling times when false Christs and false prophets will arise.  But He doesn’t give them that one sign that will tell them that the end of the age has come.

He tells them not to be deceived.  They are to stand firm in their faith until the end.  They are not to be deceived by those who say that they know exactly when the end of the age is to come.

Again, He doesn’t give them that one unmistakable sign.  He simply says that when the Son of Man comes, they won’t miss it.  His coming will be like lightning from the east that is visible in the west.

For us, as we wait for His second coming, we look to His coming to us in His Word and in the Lord’s Supper.  Whenever we celebrate that meal, it is a foretaste – a glimpse into the eternal – of the feast that is to come.  It is a foretaste of the beginning of a new age when sin and death will be removed – when every tear will be wiped away.

So while we wait, we look not to signs, but to Him who comes to us in His body and blood to welcome us to that place He has prepared for us.

Day Three
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

In Matthew 24:29-51, Jesus continues to speak to His disciples about the end of the age.  It now becomes obvious that Jesus is speaking about a time beyond what the disciples are anticipating.  Jesus is talking about the great and terrible Day of the Lord.

He now gives them the sign that they asked for.  The Son of Man will appear in the sky and the nations will mourn.  He will come on the clouds with power and great glory.  He comes to gather His elect from one end of the heavens to the other.  This is a reference to the prophet Daniel and what he said about the last days.  This is not the end of the age.  This is the end of time as we know it.

Jesus then says a curious thing.  He tells them that their generation will not pass away until these things have happened.  We know that the world didn’t end.  There have been hundreds of generations that have come and gone since Jesus spoke these words.  So how is it possible that Jesus’ words here can be true?

It’s a now and not yet truth.  All this language of judgment – of those being assigned a place with the hypocrites where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth – that judgment fell on Jesus.  When He was dying on the cross and cried out to His Father in heaven “My God, My God why have You forsaken Me,” He received that judgment – that total separation from God – the judgment we deserve because of our sin.

He was assigned a place with the hypocrites.  He was cut off.  He was condemned – IN OUR PLACE.  He took our place under the curse of the law.  He received the judgment that our sin deserves so that we can be spared – so that on that great and terrible Day of the Lord, we can be welcomed into His Father’s house.

That day has come and is yet to come.  A time is coming when every knee will bow and tongue confess that Jesus is Lord whether they want to or not – whether they believe it or not.

Until that day comes, there is time to still hear Jesus call us by name – to hear Him call us to believe in Him an din His saving work that lifts that curse from us.  Until that day, Jesus continues to work through His Word to bring all to confess that we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.

Day Four
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Jesus tells a parable about ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13) whose job it is to take their lamps and go out to meet the bridegroom.  They are to wait, presumably in a location near the bride’s house, so that when the bridegroom is announced, they can light their lamps and join in the procession as the bridegroom takes his bride to be with him in his house.

There are obvious connections here with Jesus and His relationship with His Church.  He is the Bridegroom and the Church is His bride.  What we see here is a picture of the day of Jesus second coming to take His bride to be with Him in that place that He has prepared for her.

The virgins represent the visible Church – the visible Church on earth – that contains both believers and unbelievers (the wise and the foolish).  The oil is God’s grace.  We could even make the point that the oil is the Holy Spirit who is given in Baptism and fills those who believe.

So the wise are those who, by the hearing of God’s Word, were called to faith.  They were brought into a restored relationship with God.  They have been, as Luther would say, called by the Gospel and enlightened by the Holy Spirit.  They know the Bridegroom and are known by Him.

On the other hand, the foolish virgins would be those who have refused the gift.  The Word was proclaimed to them, but they didn’t hear it.  They didn’t take it to heart.  And they are unaware of their folly until the Bridegroom comes.

There are many today who trust in their goodness – in their understanding – in the god they’ve created.  And they, like these five foolish virgins, will be in great distress when the Bridegroom comes and they become aware that their lamps are empty.

When Jesus ends this parable by telling us to keep watch, He is speaking to the wise and foolish alike.  He is telling us to look out for ourselves while there is still time.  We are to examine ourselves – our lamps – to see our need.  We are to be in God’s Word – reading, hearing, learning – so that our lamps are always full.

God will work through His Word to open our eyes to our need for His grace – for that oil.  He will use His Word to help us see His grace in the person of Jesus.  And He will continue to work through the Word and the Sacraments to keep our lamps full.

Day Five

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Jesus tells a parable about the last day and its final judgment (Matthew 25:31-46).  When the Son of Man comes and sits on His throne, He will separate the righteous from the unrighteous – Like a shepherd separating the sheep from the goats.

At first glance, it would seem that the Son of Man is commending the righteous for their work and condemning the unrighteous for their lack of good works.  That would seem to fly in the face of what Paul writes saying: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this hot from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast (Ephesians 2:8-9).

The response of the righteous to the king’s commendation is instructive.  They don’t remember doing any good works to the king.  They don’t remember seeing him hungry, thirsty, needing clothes, sick or in prison.  The king’s response is: “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”

They did those good works, but there weren’t keeping track.  They weren’t doing good works in order to gain the king’s favor.  They were doing them because their neighbor was in need.  Paul also wrote in Ephesians that “we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared beforehand for us to do (Ephesians 2:10).

We are God’s workmanship first, by His saving work done for us in us.  He has given us new life.  He has washed away our sin and created in us a new heart.  Having created in us a new heart, the good works follow.  Because in Christ my relationship with God and my future are secure, I am free now to serve my neighbor.

That’s what the Ten Commandments are about.  Because God first loved us – because He chose us to be His people – because He has made us His children, the Commandments now turn our focus outward.  We are to love God with all our heart, mind, soul and strength; and we are to love our neighbors as ourselves.

Love for God becomes concrete as we love our neighbors – as we love our neighbors as we have been loved by God.  The righteous are commended by the king for sharing the gift they’ve received with others.  He commends them because they are living in the gift – in the new life they’ve received by faith in Jesus which shows itself in their love for others.

