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Celebraiing Seventy-Five Years

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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THE WORD FOR TODAY

L.ove 1s what God does

by Richard D. Balge

And now these three remain: faith, hope and love.
But the greatest of these is love (I Corinthians 13:13).
I fections. Gross sin went unrebuked. The
Lord’sSupper had been abused. There was a

certain group that denied the resurrection. There were
factions. Some in the congregation had been blessed
with the gift of tongues, but they were so thoughtless
in their use of it that it had become a source of irrita-
tion in the church. The apostle Paul had to inform
them that all their gifts were worthless unless they
also exercised the greatest of gifts. He called their
attention to that gift which is not found in some

Christians, which must be present in all Christians.
That is the gift of love.

he church in Corinth was plagued by imper-

Love: The greatest gift

In calling love the greatest gift, even greater than
faith and hope, Paul was not saying that we are saved
by love. That would contradict his own teaching and
that of the rest of Scripture. We are not saved by our
love, but by the love of Jesus, by grace alone, by faith
alone.

Still he says that love is greater than faith. The word
he uses for love is the word that is used for God’s kind
of love. It is not romantic love, the love of sexual
attraction, although thatis God’s good gift. He is not
using the word for the love of friendship, although
that too is a precious gift from God. Rather, it is the
love of John 3:16, “God so loved the world that he
gave his one and only Son.”

God knew our lovelessness, knew that we did not
love him with all our being. He knew our self-
centeredness, selfishness, self-seeking. He knew how
the sinful nature asserts itself in human relationships.
He determined to rescue us from the consequences of
our lovelessness. Not because we were lovely or lov-
able, but because he is love, he loved us and gave
himself for us. He laid down his life for us. From his
great love we learn to love.

The man who wrote these words about love did not
carry out his ministry in an ideal setting. He was
opposed by vicious sinners, frustrated by imperfect
saints and troubled congregations. He experienced
the hostility of other “religious” people.
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But motivated by the love of Christ, he loved them
all. Not sentimentally but by his actions he loved
them. He was willing to become all things to all
people, so that he might by all means win some. For
him the question was never, “What’s in it for me?” It
was always, “How can I help?”

What love does

In his words about love, Paul does not give us a
definition. He simply tells us what love does. “Love is
patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast,
itis not proud. Itis not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is
not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs”
(1 Corinthians 13:4,5).

Love, then, is not simply a feeling or an emotion. It
acts in the best interests of others. It refrains from
acting in ways that would harm others. God loved
the world so that he gave. His Son loved the world
and began a walk which ended at the cross. He took
time to heal people from their bodily ills even while
he was on the way to lay down his life to remedy our
spiritual ills.

Love does not necessarily perform great heroicacts.
It does not always carry out great feats of Christian
charity. It may never perform great and dramatic acts
of self-sacrifice. It simply recognizes the neighbor’s
need and helps.

Love does not work in ideal surroundings. It lives
in a bad world and in an imperfect church and in a
struggling home situation. Still it is patient and kind.
It does not say, “Well, let others start acting that way
and I'll reciprocate.” Love takes the initiative.

Unlike God’s other gifts, faith, hope and love will
endure. Faith remains as the essence of our relation-
ship with God, trusting him. Hope remains as the
expectation of ever greater joys. But the greatest is
love. It is the evidence of faith and hope. It is what
God does. We are his children. Let

us imitate him. O

Richard Balge is dean of students
and teaches church history

and homiletics at

Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary,
Mequon, Wisconsin.
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Worship that matters

the 100th anniversary of the “Common Service.” This liturgy is

essentially “The Order of Holy Communion’ familiar to us from
The Lutheran Hymnal. Those attending the conference spent time
assessing the current state of worship. According to one report “many
participants agreed that there has been a loss of reverence or a ‘sense of the
holy’ in recent practice. Some said this trend is not a product of the current
liturgy texts as much as it is an importation of the wider culture.”

T his past October worship leaders gathered in Philadelphia to mark

The “wider culture” generally calls for what is contemporary, what
is new and different, what is exciting, what is people-centered. To satisfy

N . X ' . . i Victor Prange
the “wider culture” worship tends to become “folksy.” It is characterized by is pastor of Peace,

congeniality and affability with a consequent loss of the transcendent. For Janesville; Wisconsin;

the sake of the crowd, God is crowded out.

Liturgical forms like the “Common Service”” do not measure up to
the expectations of the “wider culture.” They are judged to be boring. A
Lutheran worship leader agrees: “All corporate, liturgical worship is boring
— just as a waterfall is boring into a rock underneath it. Sooner or later, the
water will wear down the rock or bore through it. In like manner the
liturgy with its sameness of form based on the word wears down the walls
of our forgetfulness, of our isolation, of our hurts, of our puny efforts in
God’s kingdom.”

Liturgical worship keeps saying the same thing again and again
even if it seems no one is paying any attention. I am reminded of the story
about an old Jewish fool who ran through his town proclaiming the truth
to scoffers who were totally unimpressed with what he had to say. When a
friend asked why he kept talking to people whom he knew would never
change, he answered: “Don’t you see: not in hope of changing them, my
friend, but rather so that at least, at least, at least they won’t change me.” In
the liturgy we keep repeating the same old truths so that at least the wider
culture does not change us.

In a recent issue of The Lutheran a woman who was church
shopping reports that some pastors she heard “were excessively cute,
playing the crowd for laughs like a stand-up comic.” She looks to the
sermon ‘‘as a source of spiritual nourishment and renewal.” Such sermons
will of necessity be the result of prayerful grappling with the word of God
and manifest a “sense of the holy.” And there will be worship orders which
support such preaching rather than detract from it.

One might be tempted to wish for worship which it totally new and
different, something judged to be really exciting. But if as a result there is
the loss of reverence and a ‘‘sense of the holy,”” then we have paid too great a
price. What matters in worship is that God’s truth is proclaimed and that
he is glorified.

Victor H. Prange

#
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STUDIES IN JOHN

I am the bread of life
John 6:25-65

by Fredric E. Piepenbrink

ccording to the American Medical Associa-
A tion a human being cannot live without food

for more than nine to ten weeks. Depending
on one’s physical condition and the amount of fat
stored in the body the timespan for survival may vary.
But nine to ten weeks without food is the maximum,
regardless of other conditions. That is because food is
absolutely essential to physical life. Without it hu-
mans die. It is just that undeniably simple. It is most
appropriate then that Christ Jesus in his teaching
while on earth would use bread as a metaphor to
point to himself as the absolute essential to spiritual
life.

Jesus had just miraculously fed 5000 hungry men,
not including women and children. All were im-
pressed with his ability and wanted to make him a
bread king (John 6:15). They had come to associate
Jesus as a source of physical food, but nothing more.
And Jesus had so much more to offer them than just
that. For he was the source of food that could endure
to eternal life (v. 27). All they needed to do was to
believe in him (v. 29).

The Jews were unconvinced, and the previous day’s
miracle suddenly fell into disrepute. Jesus’ one day
handout could hardly win over a people who in their
history had experienced a miracle of magnanimous
proportions when Moses provided manna from heav-
en for 40 years in the desert (v. 31). Moses was a great
prophet of God to whom Jesus could never measure
up.

Jesus must correct them. It was God the Father who
had fed them the manna. Now it was God the Father
who once again had sent bread down from heaven (v.
33). When the Jews asked for this bread (v. 34) Jesus
opportunely made his astounding statement, “‘I am
the bread of life”” (v. 35).

There can be no misunderstanding what Jesus
meant. The person, Christ Jesus, is absolutely essen-
tial for eternal salvation in heaven and, its predeces-
sor, spiritual life on earth. If Jesus Christ is lacking in
any way, spiritual death sets in. It is just that undeni-
ably simple.

But we may ask, “In what way was he so essential to
spiritual life that he could be called the ‘bread’ of it?”’
First, he was essential to spiritual life in that he suf-
fered and died. “This bread is my flesh, which I will
give for the life of the world” (v. 51). Jesus used the
word ““flesh” to refer specifically to his human body.

To “give” (future tense) his flesh meant his vicarious
sacrifice on the cross which at this time had not yet
taken place. Therefore, for Jesus to be the bread of life
it was essential that he pay the ransom price. Secondly
he was essential to spiritual life because faith must
rest in him. *“ ... he who feeds on this bread will live
forever” (v. 58). We ““feed”’ on Jesus by believing in
him.

Yes, Jesus is the source of spiritual life. He made his
physical life the ransom price, so that by faith in him
we might have spiritual life. It seems so simple, al-
most elementary, to us today who were brought up in
the Christian faith. But for the Jews, even the disci-
ples, it was inconceivable, “This is a hard teaching”
(v. 60).

Jesus’ discourse on the ‘“‘Bread of Life” offered
overwhelming challenges to the Jewish mind. It
meant believing that Jesus was greater than Moses (v.
31). It meant believing that Jesus came from God (v.
42). It meant somehow eating Jesus’ flesh and drink-
ing his blood (v. 54), which, even if they interpreted it
properly to mean accepting Christ’s sacrificial work
of redemption on the cross, would have been difficult
to “swallow.” So the disciples’ concern, “Who can
accept it?” (v. 60) was understandable.

But Jesus’ role as the source of spiritual life in-
cludes not just his flesh sacrifice, not just his being the
object of faith, but even the giving of that faith.
Throughout this entire discourse Jesus emphasized
the gift of faith. “For the bread of God is he who
comes down from heaven and gives life to the world”
(v.33). ““No one can come to me unless the Father who
sent me draws him” (vv. 44, 65). ““The Spirit gives
life” (v. 63).

Jesus is the bread of life, and the Triune God,
specifically the Holy Spirit, is the supplier. Luther in
his explanation to the Third Article puts it this way,
“I believe thatI cannot by my own thinking or choos-
ing believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to him.
But the Holy Ghost has called me by the gospel. ... "

Yes, food is to physical life what Jesus is to spiritual
life — absolutely essential. That’s

why Jesus said, “I am the bread

of life.” O

Fredric Piepenbrink is pastor
of Atonement, Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

Second of a series
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