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: THE WORD FOR TODAY

Not religion but the gospel

by Richard D. Balge

God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ,
not counting men’s sins against them. . . . God made
him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we
might become the righteousness of God (2 Corin-
thians 5:19,21).

hat is the difference between religion and
W the gospel? Religion says, “Do.” The gos-
pel says, “God has done it.”” Religion tells
us to love God and our neighbor. The gospel says that
God loved us first. Religion urges us to get right with
God. The gospel says, “God was reconciling the

world to himself.”
Not counting our sins against us

God’s reconciling work was not like a reconcilia-
tion between two human beings. For us, ‘“‘Be recon-
ciled” implies: “Forgive and forget.”” God has not
injured us, however, and does not need our forgive-
ness. To us reconciliation means meeting one another
halfway, but how could we do that with God? “Let
each one give a little,” we say when we urge people to
be reconciled. We have nothing to give.

God has standards. It is his absolute will that hu-
man beings should love him wholeheartedly and love
each other as they love themselves. The failure to meet
that standard is sin. All the wrongs you or I have ever
suffered, all the hurtful things that were ever said or
done to us, cannot compare with the wrong we have
done toajustand holy God. Itis not only that we have
done bad things. We have also failed to do what is
good. There is no use saying, ‘I haven’t done any-
thing really bad,” when God knows we have not done
the loving things we ought to have done.

God came all the way. He did all the giving. He
changed completely the relationship between himself
and the human race. That does not mean he found a
way for us to work off our sins. It does not mean we
will have to suffer for a time to be purged of our sins.
It does not mean that he has found a way of improv-

againstit? Wesay it is because he is also a loving God.
Still, he is just and those sins must be counted
somewhere.

Not counting our sins against us was not just a
doctoring of the books. God did not write off our sins
inan arbitrary way. He did not simply ignore justice.
“God made him who had no sin to be sin for us.”
What should have happened to us happened to Jesus
instead. Where we should have been — under a load of
sin, bearing the guilt and punishment for sin — he
was. He traded places with us.

There was no guiltin Christ that he should die. He
had no sin. Sin was foreign to him. He was not
inclined to sin, and he was untouched by sin. But God
treated him like the greatest sinner, the only sinner.
He treated him like sin personified. He laid our sins
on him and punished him for our sins.

When Jesus cried out in his godforsakenness he was
where you and I should have been. To have God turn
his back, to be where he is not, to lose all sense of his
loving presence and know that he is justly angry, is to
suffer hell. Jesus was there so that you and I would not
ever have to be there and know what that is like.

Regarding us as righteous in Christ

All this God did “so that in (Christ) we might
become the righteousness of God.” Religion tells us
to be righteous. The gospel tells us that we are re-
garded as righteous in Christ.

No longer does God regard us as enemies. In Christ
we are his friends. No longer does he regard us as
aliens. In Christ we are citizens of his kingdom. No
longer are we rebel outcasts. We are his dear children.

On this basis Paul says in the verse between the two
verses of our Scripture reading, ‘“‘Be reconciled to
God.” Don’t be angry with him, or try to ignore him,
or hide from him. Trust him. You

can, because that world which he
reconciled to himself includes

. . e - ou. O
ing us or reforming us. Reconciliation means that he y
does not count our sins against us. Richard Balge is dean of students
. . . . . and teaches church history
Treating Christ like a sinner in our place and homiletics at
) . Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary,
How can a just God not charge the world’s sins Mequon, Wisconsin.
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EDITORIAL COMMENT

Abortion “rights”?

uring the presidential campaign one of the candidates stated matter-
D of-factly that his position on abortion was that a woman had the

sole right to decide whether to abort her child. It was simply a
matter of her own conscience and her own principles.

That is a monstrous lie. A woman has neither the “sole” right nor
any right to abort her child, to destroy her offspring. It is a lie straight from
the “father of lies,” repeated endlessly by such as the ACLU, NOW and
Planned Parenthood.

A husband has a right over the child his wife has conceived. A
“wife’s body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband”

(1 Corinthians 7:4). The child she conceives and nurtures in her womb 1is
not her personal property — to dispose of as she pleases. That child 1s
owned by a partnership, and no wife has the right to usurp such ownership
and to void the marriage contract.

A husband also has the right to have the child he has fathered and to
whom he gives his name. In the past a wife acknowledged that right when,
like Sarah and Elizabeth of old, she “presented” her husband with a son or
a daughter. Sarah “bore a son to Abraham” (Genesis 21:2). The angel
promised Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, “Your wife Elizabeth
will bear you a son” (Luke 1:13).

The parents of a minor who is with child out of wedlock have rights
over her and her unborn child. They are held responsible for her before the
law. Then they must also have the right to be made aware of their
daughter’s plight and must also have the right and the duty to make every
effort to restrain her from the act of murder she will commit if she aborts
her child.

Above all, no woman, married or unmarried, has a right to take a life
God has entrusted to her nurture. That fetus is a body God creates and
forms. David knew that. “You created my inmost being; you knit me
together in my mother’s womb” (Psalm 139:13). Does a woman, to whom
God has given the miraculous power to produce human life, have the right
to veto God’s plan and purpose for that life? Does she have the right to tear
his handiwork to pieces and to make bloody garbage of his gracious gift?

What of a woman’s “conscience” and “‘principles”’? A “conscience”
and “principles” that trample the laws of God and of upright men have no
“right” to sentence a child to abortion. God has not given such a
“conscience” and such “principles.” They are perversions of Satan’s
making.

A God-given conscience will cry out against the murder of a helpless
child and will plead for repentance when the dastardly deed is done. And
only through a conscience God has given (but also, thank God, through
that conscience) the Holy Spirit can bring a guilt-laden sinner back to a
gracious and forgiving God.

God forbid that any woman should claim “abortion rights.” The
only right is the right of growing life not to be aborted.

Carleton Toppe

Professor Toppe

is the retired president
of Northwestern College,
Watertown, Wisconsin.
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STUDIES

IN JOHN Fourth of a series

I am the Light of the world
John 8:12 and 9:15

by Fredric E. Piepenbrink

n communion Sunday in most if not all of
O our WELS churches we have the practice of

reciting the Nicene Creed. In that creed the
authors at Nicea added an expression which they
obviously thought was of great significance when
confessing our faith concerning the second person of
the Trinity — Christ Jesus. They wrote (I believe) in
one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God,
begotten of his Father before all worlds, God of God,
Light of Light, very God of very God. . ..” Why is
Jesus “Light of Light”’? The thought goes back to the
very words of Jesus when he said on two different
occasions, ‘I am the light of the world.” Whatdid he
mean by it? What are we confessing when we call
Jesus “Light of Light”” on communion Sunday?

In the two previous “I am’ statements of Jesus we
have considered in this series (‘“bread of life” and
“good shepherd”) the immediate context, in both
cases an extended discourse by Jesus, was extremely
helpful in determining the meaning of the state-
ments. This is not so with “I am the light of the
world.” The first recorded time Jesus says it seems to
come almost out of the blue. It is simply introduced
with the words, ““ Jesus spoke again to the people. ..”
(John 8:12). The second time was in connection with
a man blind from birth just before Jesus healed him
(John 9:5). Obviously, in a physical sense, Jesus
would be a light for this particular man who was
about to receive his sight for the first time, but we
know that Jesus had more in mind than mere physi-
cal sight. This is indicated by his words, *“. . . light of
the world,” and in the first instance, “Whoever fol-
lows me will never walk in darkness, but will have
the light of life.”” So to those who follow him Jesus
becomes a light for life where previously there was
only darkness. So what is meant by ““darkness’” to
which Jesus is its “‘light”’? The statement is perhaps
purposely left general to allow for a variety of inter-
pretations all of which hold true for Jesus.

Think of something, anything, which could be
described as spiritual ““darkness.” Jesus is its “‘light.”
For example, if ““darkness” is sin and godlessness (as
the Bible often describes it), then Jesus is the “light”
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that shines forth forgiveness and holiness (John
12:35). If ““darkness” is unbelief then Jesus is “‘light”
that shines forth faith (Acts 26:18). If “darkness’ is
spiritual falsehood and ignorance, then Jesus is
“light” that shines forth divine truth and wisdom
(2 Corinthians 4:6). If “darkness’ is sadness, then
Jesus is “light” that shines forth gladness. If ““dark-
ness’’ is any kind of human woe, Jesus is ““light” that
shines forth divine blessing. If “darkness’ is death,
then Jesusis “light” that shines forth life (Isaiah 9:2).

Yes, Jesus’ statement, ‘I am the light of the world”
was meant to be non-specific so Christian and unbe-
liever alike could know that whatever ““darkness” of a
spiritual nature is in their personal life, Jesus is their
“light.”” Here, you fill in the blank, ““The darkness in
my life is . And then know this: Jesus is
the light.

In Luther’s explanation of the Third Article to the
Apostles’ Creed, he describes one work of the Holy
Spirit as “enlightenment.” Having brought me to
faith, the Holy Spirit “‘enlightens me with his gifts,”
Luther says. Then he mentions some of these gifts: the
knowledge of forgiveness, peace, hope, joy and com-
fort — all light in dark places. But how are these gifts
possible? They are possible through the gospel of
Christ Jesus. If Jesus were not the light of the world,
as revealed in the gospel, the Holy Spirit would have
no gifts to enlighten Christians. The Holy Spirit’s
work of enlightening hinges on Jesus as the light.

Of the seven great “I am” statements of Jesus this
one is the most general and the only one he applies as
a title to his Christians. Yes, Jesus’ light, and all that it
implies, is to be reflected through us. So much so that
he could also say, “You are the light of the world. A
city ona hill cannot be hidden. . . . In the same way, let
your light shine before men, that
they may see your good deeds and

praise your Father in heav-
en” (Matthew 5:14-16). O

Fredric Piepenbrink is pastor
of Atonement, Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
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