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May the Lord our God be with us
as he was with our fathers;

may he never leave

or forsake us. 1 Kings 8:57
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Lent, the purpose of it all

(Our Savior Jesus Christ) gave
himself for us to redeem us from all
wickedness and to purify for himself
a people that are his very own, eager
to do what is good (Titus 2:14).

Lent is a very special six-week pe-
riod in late winter and early spring.
Traditionally this is a time for mid-
week Lenten services with emphasis
on the passion history, the accounts
of Maundy Thursday and Good Fri-
day.

Here in the second chapter of his
letter to Titus, the Apostle Paul, lead-
ing to the words of our devotion, re-
minds his coworker what is to be
taught to various age groups. The
older men are to be “temperate,
worthy of respect, self-controlled,
and sound in faith, in love and in en-
durance.” The older women are to
be “reverent . . . train the younger
women to love their husbands and
children.” The same type of encour-
agement is given to the young. Paul
tells Titus, “You must teach what is
in accord with sound doctrine.” This
is the way it is to be among Christian
people “while we wait for the blessed
hope — the glorious appearing of our
great God and Savior, Jesus Christ.”

This brings us to the words of our
devotion as with the same attitude
we consider: Lent, the purpose of it

all.

To redeem us

We may become confused about
Lent and its purpose. What we need
is to think it through on the basis of
sound Bible doctrine. The disciples
of Jesus had the problem. When Je-
sus announced to them that he must
go to Jerusalem to suffer and to die,
Peter interrupted and said, “Not so,
Lord.” The disciples had great diffi-
culty seeing and understanding the
purpose. On the way to Calvary as
the women followed crying and
weeping, Jesus said, “Don’t weep for
me.” That is all some still see, poor,
innocent Jesus, crucified for what?

“To redeem us.” To redeem me.
The word that the apostle uses means
to ransom, to liberate a slave. My
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natural spiritual condition is that of a
slave to sin. The word ransom brings
to mind the word kidnap. This is
another fitting description of my nat-
ural, my inherited spiritual condition.
Ever since the fall into sin it is true of
all. Now I am delivered from this
condition by means of payment, re-
deemed, bought back. The payment,
the price? “Jesus Christ gave himself
for me.” That is the payment God’s
justice demands to redeem me.
This ransom price of “his holy,
precious blood and innocent suffer-
ings and death,” redeems me “from
all wickedness.” This wickedness in-
cludes everything that is against the
word of God, the sound teachings of
the Bible. Such wickedness is sin,
missing the perfection that God de-
mands. Jesus Christ redeems me
from all my sins, setting me free from
the curse of sin, eternal damnation. |
will not experience the eternal sepa-
ration of body and soul from God. He
redeems me from death. I do not die
as a punishment for sin, but I follow
my Savior in death and resurrection
to life. He redeems me, setting me
free from the power of the devil. Je-
sus’ victory over the devil is, by faith,
my victory. I am physically alive and
spiritually alive. My Savior lives in
me. Lent, this is the purpose of it all.

Eager to do what is good

The purpose of Lent is also for
today. I am, by God’s unbelievable
grace, a new person in Christ. [ am
purified, made clean, washed in the
blood of Jesus. In 1 Corinthians 6:19
the Apostle Paul writes, “Do you not
know that your body is a temple of
the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom
you have received from God? You
are not your own; you were bought
at a price. Therefore honor God with
your body.” That means “Eager to
do what is good . . . people that are
his very own.” This too is the pur-
pose of it all, that I should be his very
own and serve Jesus Christ today in
his kingdom of grace and forever in
his kingdom of glory.

Eager, devoted to Christ and his

cause. Lent is for me. Lent is for the
whole world. Lent means people of
every age group eager, not to be
served, but to serve, doing what is
good according to sound Bible doc-
trine, “while we wait for the blessed
hope — the glorious appearing of our
great God and Savior, Jesus Christ.”

[ admit, that’s not easy. Each day
my new person born out of faith
struggles and fights with my natural,
sinful self. So often my new person
loses. I become angry with myself for
such weakness of faith and trust in
my Savior. I become depressed and
ashamed that I fail so miserably.
Also, life is filled with uncertainties,
sharp left and right turns, unexpect-
ed roadblocks. Lord, I pray, keep me
your very own, eager, devoted to do
your will according to sound doc-
trine.

And that brings us back again to
Lent and the purpose of it all. We
know the Bible stories well. Count
the years you have heard the passion
history. Why go over it again? Faith
comes by hearing the message, the
message of the good news of Lent.
Eachyear I recall a widow who is now
forever with the Lord. For many
years she had said to me, “Pastor, ]
love Lent.” This woman had numer-
ous sorrows, struggles and tragedies
in her life. Each year I would ask her,
“Why? Why do you love Lent?” Her
answer was precious and to the
point. “I need it,” she would say.

Lent, [ need it and the purpose of it
allis “to redeem us . . . a people who
are his very own, eager to do what is
good.” We need the strengthening of
faith that the passion history of our
Savior brings. Lent is a good custom,
an excellent tradition, a very special
time. O

Pastor Lindloff
serves at Calvary,
Thiensuville,
Wisconsin.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT

The pope’s still in charge

Back in late November a special synod of Roman Catholic bishops was
held in Rome. One hundred and sixty-two Catholic dignitaries, representing
105 nations, gathered for two weeks to review the results of the Vatican I
Council (1962-1965). More realistically, these princes of the church came
together to deal with problems in the Catholic Church, especially the growing
independence of many Catholics who are not listening to the Holy Father or
to their church. Rome is much concerned, for example, about the liberal
attitudes of its parishioners in the U.S. and about the liberation theology in
Latin America.

A synod of such proportions, with so many dignitaries participating, with
such large issues before it, should yield large results. It did not. Liberal-
minded U.S. Catholics must have been disappointed when the final report of
the synod failed to address such divisive questions as barring divorced
Catholics from the Lord’s Supper (“no movement on this issue”); birth
control (“hardly mentioned”); the celibacy of priests (not much talk about it);
and women’s ordination (“not a word on this”). The major decisions
appeared to be to prepare a churchwide catechism (to “clear up confusion
about the beliefs of Catholicism”), and to meet again.

Why weren’t such troublesome issues dealt with more directly and
conclusively? A New York Times reporter puts it this way: “Few Catholics
expected the synod to take action on any of these questions, and for a simple
reason. Pope John Paul II has effectively ruled out change on any of them.”

It appears that this Vatican synod was concerned with a broader
question: Where does authority in the Catholic Church really lie? Where is
the power in the Catholic Church?

The Vatican II Council in the 1960s held out the prospect and the prorn-
ise of more power in the hands of the bishops. There was to be more sharing
of authority within the church between the pope and his bishops (“collegiali-
ty”).

The recent synod in Rome has sent out the message that Pope John

Paul Il is in charge. Synods of bishops have “no real power on their own”; Professor Toppe
they are only advisory bodies. to the pope. The .fina_l report on the synoc! ;f,grrtff;';; rf:{ College,
states: “ . . . the college [of bishops] together with its head and never without  Watertown, Wisconsin.

its head is the subject of the supreme and full power in the universal church.”
The “supreme pontiff” remains the “supreme pontiff” of the Roman church.

Even liberal Catholic bishops did not challenge this headship of the
papacy. Those who hoped for a more democratic or parliamentary
government in the Catholic Church did not risk foundering on this rock:
“The Catholic Church is not prepared to permit the slightest change in
dogma that has survived the centuries” (The German Tribune). That includes
the primacy of “the successor of St. Peter.” And 2 Thessalonians 2:8 reminds
us that he will remain until Christ returns.

Those U.S. Lutherans who are negotiating with Catholic bishops to
effect a Lutheran-Catholic reunion should have been in Rome in November. If
they still hope to reunite with the Catholic Church, they must know who will
be in charge.

Carleton Toppe
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STUDIES lN 1 JOHN by Fredric E. Piepenbrink

First of a series

t was a difficult time to be a Christian. Society, while

tolerant of them, was not about to be influenced by
them. Public opinion was not on their side. They were
surrounded by immorality. The challenge for their young
people to resist sin was great. They were looked down
upon by the “intellectuals.” Their conservatism was con-
sidered rigid and narrow-minded. Their fundamental
doctrines were being refuted by religious sects. Most
were not recent converts but second and third genera-
tion Christians who had known no other faith but Chris-
tianity. The uniqueness was gone, their enthusiasm wan-
ing.

In the midst of all this was a concerned pastor. He felt a
close attachment to them but had grave concerns for
their spiritual welfare. He had gone through the agony of
watching once faithful members, some in positions of
leadership within the church, leave for beliefs he knew
were wrong. What was he to say to those who remained?
How would he encourage them to continue their faithful-
ness? What could he advise that would make their Chris-
tianity, their fellowship with God and with each other
something certain, something meaningful, something
real, something lasting?

An age of tolerance

This description could perhaps be the situation for
many individual Christians, or Christian congregations
today. In actuality, it describes the situation for specific
Christians and congregations in the area of Asia Minor, in
particular Ephesus, at the end of the first century A.D.

It was an age of tolerance. Persecution from without
was nonexistent. Public opinion, however, was still for
the most part anti-Christian. Unlike the world views of
our modern days which exclude a god from considera-
tion (e.g. humanism), those of the classical Greek world
very much included him. At the end of the first century
one such long-accepted worldview was “dualism” — the
belief that two supreme opposed powers of gods, one
good and one evil, controlled the world. This view was
considered common knowledge. Such powerful philo-
sophers as Pythagoras and Plato had confirmed it so that
no “intelligent” human being denied it. Naturally, Chris-
tianity was affected.

If a name had to be given to this prevailing thought as it
applied to the religious realm it would probably be “Gnos-
ticism.” Gnosticism accepted the basic premise of dual-
ism with the added popular thought that the “good”
included all that was spiritual, the “evil” all that was
material. Furthermore, it claimed that a special secret
and higher knowledge was necessary in order to enjoy
true fellowship with God.
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Gnosticism

The effect on Christianity was devastating. First, it
minimized the importance of traditional doctrines and
faith, and put the emphasis on some mystical knowledge.
Jesus no longer occupied the central position. The cruci-
fixion was insignificant. Conservatism was out, old doc-
trines needed to be updated. Gnosticism would be the
savior of Christianity by making it intellectually respecta-
ble. Secondly, it minimized sin. The gnostic with his
esoteric knowledge was above sin. He had reached spir-
itual perfection. For the sake of deeper knowledge there
was almost an obligation to sin, to explore all avenues of
human endeavor. Morality was made shipwreck. Charity
was especially ignored. Thirdly, it destroyed Christian
fellowship. “Obviously,” not every one was capable of
grasping and understanding the mysteries of gnostic
thought. It divided men into two classes — those capable
of real spiritual life and those not. “We’ve got it, you
haven’t.”

Questioning the person of Christ

Finally, it ridiculed the two natures of Christ Jesus.
God would never associate himself with evil matter.
Since the human body was matter, God would never
become a man. Knowledgeable men could never be ex-
pected to believe in the absurd thought of an incarnation.
At first these false prophets continued their membership
in the church, some in positions of influence. When this
became intolerable they left the church but still tried to
disseminate their teaching within the church and to se-
duce its members from the true faith.

It was in this situation that an old and respected apostle
of Christ Jesus himself, the one who personally shep-
herded these same Christians and congregations in years
past, writes them a letter of encouragement and real
“gnosis” (knowledge). The letter was short. It was divine-
ly inspired. It is in your Bible under the heading, “The
First Epistle of John.” O

In the issues to follow we will explore this timely word
and reap the same blessings enjoyed by those early
Christians in difficult times. Next: Walking with God
means walking in light.

Pastor Piepenbrink serves
at Atonement, Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
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