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

In Matthew 20:1-16, Jesus teaches about the kingdom of heaven.  He uses a parable about a landowner and his vineyard to teach about the nature of that kingdom.

The landowner goes out to hire men to work in his vineyard.  He does that early in the morning, at the third hour, the sixth hour, the ninth hour and the eleventh hour.  The first point Jesus makes is that we don’t find the kingdom or enter it on our own.  We have to be called.  If the landowner hadn’t gone out to look for workers, there would have been no one in his vineyard.  They heard his call and they obeyed his voice.

The second point that Jesus teaches is that the “wages” they received are tied to the generosity of the owner and not on the amount or quality of their work.  In other words, what they receive is a gift – really a continuation of the gift because the call was a gift as well.

Another point is that we all struggle with this aspect of the kingdom.  Gifts are hard to accept without thinking that I deserved it (or maybe deserved more).  It’s also hard to receive a gift without thinking about what I need to do in return.  Am I now obligated to give a gift to the one who gifted me?  Do I need to do that to show that I am at least as good as the one who gifted me?

And if I have that attitude – that the gift now obligates me to pay back the one who gifted me – is it really a gift?  Did I receive a gift or a burden?

If I focus on what I deserve or what I need to do in response, then I risk losing the gift.  So focused on me, I lose sight of the generosity that was evidenced in the gift.  If I’m focused on me, then I really can’t receive the gift.  By it’s nature, gifts are simply given.  They are unexpected and undeserved.

The kingdom of heaven is a gift that God gives.  It is undeserved because we, as sinners, can do nothing to merit a place in God’s kingdom.  It is, if we take our sin seriously, unexpected as well.

We don’t deserve it.  We can’t gain it by our works.  And yet God gives it to us.  He calls us, like the landowner, to come to Him.  He calls us by His Word to believe that Jesus is our Lord and Savior.  And when we hear His call – His invitation – and we come, that is the response of faith.  That is evidence that we now trust Him to do for us all that He has promised.

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

Here in Matthew 20:17-19, Jesus again predicts His death.  He is on His way to Jerusalem for the last time and He tells the Twelve one more time how He, the Messiah, is going to complete His work.  He will die.  He will be buried.  And on the third day, He will be raised to life.

What follows after (20:20-34) is evidence of the expectations the people (including the Twelve) had for the completion of the Messiah’s work.

The mother of James and John asks what she does because the expectation was that when the Messiah would set up His kingdom during the celebration of the Passover meal and whoever was sitting at His left and His right would be number one and two in authority in the kingdom after Him.

Great crowds followed Jesus to Jerusalem for the celebration for the Passover festival.  They followed because it was believed that the Messiah would proclaim Himself king during the Passover meal.  This was important business and they didn’t want to miss it.  They couldn’t be slowed down or distracted by trivial needs like blindness.

Too often we let our schedules get in the way.  We let them blind us to what Christ is doing – blind us to the needs around us.  Focused on what we consider to be of the utmost importance, we turn a deaf ear to God’s voice.

Jesus once again stands in stark contrast to the actions of the Twelve and the crowds that follow.  He knows where He is going.  He knows what is going to happen – what needs to be done to bring His saving work to completion.  He knows how important that work is.

But He doesn’t let that distract Him from the needs around Him.  He doesn’t let His ears go deaf or His eyes become blind.  He sees and hears the need of two blind men.  And He stops.  He touched their eyes and they received their sight.

God sent His Son into the world so that the world might be saved through Him.  After the two received their sight, they followed Jesus.  The Messiah does His work in both the single most important in all of history (His death and resurrection) and in the everyday like giving sight to the blind.

Without His death and resurrection, the healing would be nothing more than the relieving of a physical infirmity.  But because He came to save sinful man from the chains of sin and death, the healing becomes an opportunity to give a greater gift – the gift of life everlasting.

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

Here in Matthew 21:1-22, we see the extraordinary unfold through ordinary activities.  We see prophecy fulfilled when Jesus sends two of His disciples into Bethphage to find a donkey and her colt and bring them to Jesus.  It wasn’t the first time such an activity took place and it wouldn’t be the last.

But this particular time, it becomes an extraordinary event.  Jesus will ride into Jerusalem on this donkey.  Hundreds of years earlier, the prophet Zechariah said, “Say to the Daughter of Zion, ‘See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’”  Jesus rides into Jerusalem in fulfillment of this prophecy.

And the extraordinary nature of this event is not lost on the people.  They welcome Him as their king.  They welcome His as the Son of David – as the one promised by God who would sit on David’s throne forever.  They rejoiced.

The chief priest and teachers of the law saw the same things.  They understood the statement that Jesus was making when He entered Jerusalem riding on a donkey.  And they were indignant – maybe even threatened.  And with good reason.

Jesus’ first activity after His arrival was to go to the temple.  He drove out all who were buying and selling there.  In John, we get some details that help us understand Jesus’ actions.  Jesus doesn’t drive them out because they have turned the temple area into a common market place.  He drives them out because the animals being sold were for use in the sacrifices.

People would come to celebrate the Passover and part of that celebration would be to offer sacrifices for the forgiveness of their sins.  The animals offered were to be from their own flocks or herds (or in the case of the very poor – a dove).  They were to be unblemished animals.

The animals being sold in the temple area were to replace those animals that were found to be defective – blemished.  Some would suggest that there was a kind of temple mafia that profited from the sale of these animals.  Essentially they were marketing God’s grace.  And if you couldn’t afford the price, then there would be no forgiveness.

That’s why Jesus says that they have turned His house into a den of robbers. The point could be made that they were trying to take His place – trying to rob Him of His position and dispensing God’s grace for a price.  In contrast, Jesus heals the blind and the lame who come to Him.  There is no cost.  He does what He does because He has come not to be served, but to serve and give His life as a ransom for many.

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

In Matthew 21:23-46, Jesus deals with the question of authority.  The chief priests and teachers of the law had seen Him ride into Jerusalem on a donkey fulfilling God’s Word  spoken by Zechariah centuries before.  They want to know by whose authority He did that.

When they ask Jesus who gave Him that authority, in one respect they are only doing their job.  It is their job as shepherds of God’s people to test the spirits – to determine if Jesus is indeed who He makes Himself out to be or a false prophet to be put to death.

Because they have already made up their minds about Jesus, they are unwilling to entertain the possibility that the One who gave Him this authority is the same One who first spoke the promise through Zechariah.  They don’t even consider the possibility that it is a God-given authority.

This section concludes with a parable about a landowner and his vineyard that he rented to farmers.  When harvest time approached and he sent servants to collect his fruit from the tenants, the tenants beat and killed the owner’s servants.  When the owner sent his son, they killed him as well believing that they could now take the vineyard as their own.

They are exercising an authority that does not belong to them – that was not given to them.  They try to take for themselves what does not belong to them - what was not theirs to own.

On his death bed, Luther said, “We are all beggars.  This is true.”  Even in death, Luther gave witness to his relationship with God.  Whatever he had – the blessings received – certainly forgiveness, salvation and peace with God – were all gifts.  They were simply given by God to Luther (and to us) who, as beggars are absolutely dependent upon the mercy of God.

We cannot take.  We can only receive.  We are not the masters of our own destinies.  We don’t have that authority.  We don’t have the kind of control.  Apart from Christ, we are slaves to sin and its power and authority.  Joined together with Christ in His life and death, we are set free from the power of sin and set under the authority of a new master.

That new master is Jesus Christ.  He has taken us to be His own treasured possession so that we might live with Him in life everlasting.  We are indeed all beggars who have been taken into the house of the King.

Day Five

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

Here in Matthew 22, Jesus is asked many questions.  The questions were asked in an attempt to trap Him in His words.  Considering themselves experts in such methods of debate, they were attempting to reveal to all who followed Him, that He was a false prophet and teacher.  It was their job to expose falsehood.

But it was a vain pursuit.  They came to Him with questions designed to trap Him no matter what answer He gave.  They asked Him about paying taxes to Caesar.  If He told them to refuse to pay the tax, then He would have to answer to Rome.  If He told them to pay the tax, then He (in their minds) would have lost favor in the eyes of the people because they hated Rome.

Jesus asks for a coin used in paying the tax.  He asks them, “Whose inscription is on the coin?”  They reply, “Caesar’s.”  He then says, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”

The coin for the tax carried Caesar’s name.  It bore his image.  They, as children of God, had been marked with His name.  They bore His image.  God chose them to be His people.  They were His possession.  In the same way that they are to give to Caesar what is his, they are to give God what belongs to Him.  They are to give themselves – their hearts – to God.

That’s God’s Word to us as well.  Too often, we focus on details.  We focus on peripheral issues because we don’t really want to deal with matters of the heart.  We don’t want to see the condition of our heart.  The issue was never about taxes.  It was about the condition of their heart.

Jesus would not be side-tracked.  He dealt with their hearts.  He always deals with the heart.  If He can reclaim the heart of a sinner, if He can recapture the heart, if He can cleanse it and make it new, then everything else – right thoughts and actions – will follow.  If Jesus can make the dead live, then the good will follow.

