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God Sits on His Holy Throne 
Sermon on Psalm 47 for The Ascension of Our Lord on May 21, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
The psalm appointed for today is Psalm 47. It is praise in response to God’s kingly rule and reign 
over all things for the good of His people. “God has gone up with a shout, the LORD with the sound of a 
trumpet. Sing praises to God, sing praises! Sing praises to our King, sing praises” (Psalm 47.5–6). 
 
In its original Old Testament context, “God has gone up with a shout, the LORD with the sound of a 
trumpet” is a response to the event in which the ark of the covenant went up to Jerusalem. King 
David led the procession that brought the ark to the Temple through streets lined with people who 
were celebrating, shouting, and blasting trumpets. It is recorded in 2 Samuel 6.15: “So David and all 
the house of Israel brought up the ark of the LORD with shouting and with the sound of the horn.” 
 
But on a day when we celebrate the ascension of our Lord, we might wonder if “God has gone up 
with a shout, the LORD with the sound of a trumpet” might also be a response to that event. Probably 
not. While the phrase “God has gone up” might apply to Jesus’ ascension, there was no shouting or 
trumpet blasting at Jesus’ ascension. And while everyone in Jerusalem knew when the ark of the 
covenant came to town, very few people knew when Jesus ascended into heaven.  
 
To see Psalm 47’s connection to both the ark going up to the Temple and Jesus going up into 
heaven, we need to look not at verses five and six, but verses seven and eight: “For God is the King of 
all the earth; sing praises with a psalm! God reigns over the nations; God sits on his holy throne.” What 
God’s people celebrated when the ark went up to the Temple was God’s kingly rule and reign. What 
we as God’s people celebrate when Jesus ascends into heaven is His kingly rule and reign. God has 
always been King over all the earth and over all the nations. From the beginning, God has been 
sitting on His holy throne. He was there at the time of creation, at the time of the ark being brought 
into Jerusalem, at the time of Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension, He is today and forever.  
 
So, Psalm 47 is not only praise to in response to a single action of God. It is praise in response to the 
ongoing reality of who God is as King. In a few minutes, we’ll confess again that Jesus “ascended into 
heaven,” past tense, but also that Jesus “sits at the right hand of the Father,” present tense, the only 
present tense verb in the creed. When we say Jesus is “at the right hand of the Father,” we do not 
mean one specific location next to the Father, but Jesus’ office of authority as King over all things, 
“far above all rule and authority and power and dominion” (Ephesians 1.21). In a similar way, when 
we say Jesus “sits,” we do not mean that He is seated on a throne, but occupying His office as King. 
 
But, as I pondered Psalm 47 this past week, I thought about the image of Jesus literally seated at this 
very moment. He is not pacing back and forth nervously. He is not standing up worried about what 
might happen next. No. He knows all things and controls all things. In His kingly office, Jesus is not 
stressed. Instead, His posture is calm. As He rules over all, He simply sits on His throne. It is not 
good news, though, to know that someone sits on a throne over all things. What makes ascension an 
event and an ongoing reality to celebrate is that Jesus is on the throne. Jesus, true God and true man, 
is one of us, like us in every way but without sin. He is not ashamed to call us brothers and sisters. 
He is not unknowable, distant, or indifferent. His rule is not arbitrary or purposeless. Your King 
loved you with His life, rose victoriously for you, and promises to return to take you to be with Him 
in paradise. The good news is that this same Jesus is the one who is your King.   
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In response to the event of His ascension and the ongoing reality of Jesus’ rule and reign, Psalm 47 
leads us into peace and joy. That is my prayer for us today. Lord, give us your peace and joy.  
 
Psalm 47 responds to God’s rule and reign by pointing us to peace. The word “peace” never appears 
in the psalm, but the psalm delivers peace to those who sing it and believe it. “For the LORD, the Most 
High, is to be feared, a great king over all the earth. He subdued peoples under us, and nations under 
our feet. He chose our heritage for us, the pride of Jacob whom he loves” (47.2–4). This brings us 
peace today in at least three ways.  
 
First, there is peace in our King’s power to pardon sinners. People do not always appreciate it when 
the President of the United States pardons prisoners. People get upset that prisoners receive the 
freedom that they do not deserve. But our King Jesus has the power to pardon all people and give 
the eternal freedom not one of us deserves. All people are under the power of sin. For it is like it 
was for Cain. God said to Cain, “sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is for you, but you must rule 
over it” (Genesis 4.7). But we can’t rule over it. Jesus does and Jesus’ power to pardon brings peace.  
 
Second, there is peace in our King’s power to undo death. In the Epistle Lesson for today, Paul 
prayed for the Church to know “the immeasurable greatness of [Christ’s] power toward us who 
believe” (Ephesians 1.19). That power is not generic power. It is the power that was at work when 
the Father “raised [Jesus] from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places,” with 
all things under His feet, including death (Ephesians 1.20). “Crown Him the Lord of life, Who 
triumphed o’er the grave And rose victorious in the strife For those He came to save. His glories 
now we sing, Who died and rose on high, Who died eternal life to bring And lives that death may 
die” (LSB 525.4). Jesus’ power to undo death brings peace.  
 
Third, there is peace in our King’s power to control all things. We confess it often: “we know that for 
those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his 
purpose” (Romans 8.28). We sang something similar in the Hymn of the Day: “To our lives of 
wanton wand’ring Send Your Spirit, promised guide; Through our lives of fear and failure With 
Your pow’r and love abide; Welcome us, as You were welcomed, To an endless Eastertide” (491.3). 
Jesus’ power to control all things in our lives and work it all for our good brings peace.  
 
While the word “peace” does not appear in Psalm 47, the word “joy” does, right away in the first 
verse: “Clap your hands, all peoples! Shout to God with loud songs of joy!” (47.1). When we recognize 
that Jesus is King, when we realize that nothing happens outside of His control, that nothing is 
beyond Him or His power, and when we believe it to be true, it brings us joy. Praise to the King 
above all brings joy to us living under the King. “Be now our joy on earth, O Lord, And be our future 
great reward” (LSB 493.5). 
 
Psalm 47 is a response not only to the one-time event of the coronation of our King at the 
Ascension. It is a response to the ongoing reality of Jesus’ kingly rule and reign over all things for 
the good of His people. Through Psalm 47, the Holy Spirit also creates a certain response to this in 
us. The Spirit creates peace and joy in us. Joy lifts us above our circumstances while peace gives us 
the power to live through them.   
 
“O grant, dear Lord, this grace to me, Recalling Your ascension, That I may serve You faithfully In 
thanks for my redemption; And then, when all my days will cease, Let me depart in joy and peace In 
answer to my pleading” (492.3). God grant it for Jesus’ sake!  
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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The Hope That Is in You  
Sermon on 1 Peter 3.13–22 for Easter 6A and Mother’s Day on May 14, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Since the Second Sunday of Easter, our epistle lessons have come from 1 Peter. Today, we read our 
fifth and final portion of this letter until three years from now when our epistle lessons for the 
Sundays of Easter will again come from 1 Peter. Today, we read some of this letter’s more well-
known words: “but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a 
defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3.15). Is there a 
better theme for the season of Easter than hope? Hope is the mark the season of Easter leaves on us. 
So, today, we’ll consider three aspects of our hope: what, when, and where? What is our hope? 
When is our hope? Where is our hope?  
 
First, what is our hope?  
Peter defines our Christian hope in chapter of one of this epistle where he says, “Blessed be the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to 
a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is 
imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God's power are being guarded 
through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Peter 1.3–5). So, Christian hope 
is future-oriented, forward-looking confidence in the fulfillment of the promises of God. Our hope is 
anchored in “the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” Because He lives and reigns now and 
forever, we are looking forward to an “imperishable, undefiled, and unfading” inheritance in the 
future. It will be ours “in the last time,” that is, on the Last Day when Jesus comes again.  
 
But because our hope is future-oriented and forward-looking toward the fulfillment of what God 
has promised and prepared for us, it is possible for us to over-emphasize the heavenly future to the 
point that we ignore or downplay or despise the earthly present.  
 
We have a hymn in our hymnal that comes close to emphasizing heaven to the exclusion of earth: 
“I’m but a stranger here, Heav’n is my home; Earth is a desert drear, Heav’n is my home. . . . What 
though the tempest rage, Heav’n is my home; Short is my pilgrimage, Heav’n is my home; And time’s 
wild wintry blast Soon shall be overpast; I shall reach home at last, Heav’n is my home.” As true as 
those words are, they seem to invite us to become completely numb to our surroundings. Ignore the 
desert drear. Ignore the tempest rage. Push through your short pilgrimage and pass through time 
untouched. Now, I realize I’m overemphasizing it, but you can see the problem.  
 
One of my teachers, Robert Rosin, suggests that instead of using the image of the pilgrim, Christians 
should use the image of the tourist. The pilgrim often has such a laser-like focus on the destination 
that he does not take the time to talk to people or see the sights or learn something new. The 
pilgrim is just passing through. The tourist, though, still has a destination in mind but is much more 
interested in the trip itself. They are open to taking the time to talk to people and see the sights and 
learn something new along the way.  
 
Now, obviously, I am not suggesting that we change the name of our church from Pilgrim to Tourist 
Lutheran Church. I am suggesting that we not use our Christian hope in what God will accomplish in 
the future as blinders that keep us from getting involved in earth’s problems as we head straight for 
heaven. In attitude and action, our hope of the future should impact our surroundings the present.  
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Peter addresses this problem in at least three places in his epistle. Here’s 1 Peter 1.3, again, “Blessed 
be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be 
born again to a living hope.” A living hope does not make us look like zombies, but alive where we 
are here and now in view of the amazing future God has promised. A few verses later in 1 Peter 
1.13, he says, “Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set your hope fully 
on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” Peter points to the future 
but says that hope goes with preparing our minds for action in the present. Finally, our reading for 
today, 1 Peter 3.15, says, but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to 
make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you.” Peter implies that our 
lives on earth include interactions and conversations with others. Peter implies that we don’t have 
blinders on, but take the time to share our Christian hope with gentleness and respect. 
 
So, Christian hope cannot mean focusing all our attention on heaven so that we ignore, downplay, 
or despise our lives on earth. But it is also possible to let the pendulum swing to the opposite 
extreme. It is possible to emphasize the earthly to the exclusion of the heavenly. There are those 
who look at the perfect future God has promised and decide that what God really wants us to do is 
to start bringing that future into a reality in the present. There are those that believe humans have 
the capacity to solve our human problems if we just come together and put our minds to it. Through 
laws and technology and science and medicine, we can create a kind of heaven on earth.  
 
There is an old Chinese proverb about a poor man and his son. One day the horse they owned and 
depended on to haul vegetables to town—their only means of support—ran away. When the 
neighbors heard about it, they went to the old man and expressed their sympathy. “Too bad,” they 
said. “How do you know it’s bad?” the old man responded. “The horse returned and brought back 
with him a dozen wild horses.” The neighbors said, “This is good!” “How do you know it’s good?” he 
asked. “When my son tried to tame the horses, he broke his leg.” “Bad,” they said, “very bad.” “How 
do you know that?” the old man replied. “Shortly afterward a war broke out, but my son was laid up 
with that broken leg and did not have to go to the front.”  
 
That proverb is an example of what Paul says in Acts 17.27: “And [God] made from one man every 
nation of mankind . . . that they should seek God, and perhaps feel their way toward him and find him.” 
That proverb also echoes what Paul says in Romans 8.20–21: “For the creation was subjected to 
futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set 
free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.” Human 
limitations are wired into creation and we would be wise to pay attention to them. Our limited 
perspective is not even able to know what is good and what is bad. How can we solve the problems 
of the world that are too big and too complicated for us? We fix one problem and create ten more. 
We can do amazing things with technology and be connected like never before but loneliness and 
depression are on the rise because with technology we are actually disconnected like never before. 
So, Christian hope can’t expect to bring heaven on earth. Jesus will return on the Last Day and that 
will be the Day heaven and earth will finally be united.  
 
But, in the meantime, God does bring heaven to earth through the means of His Spirit: His Word, the 
Absolution, Holy Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper. Through these means, the Spirit makes Christ 
present for us so that we can join with angels, archangels, and all the company of heaven right here 
on earth. This heaven on earth keeps us from being numb to our lives in this world and it keeps us 
from being absorbed by our lives in this world. God Himself keeps true Christian hope in us so we 
can anticipate what only God can do in the future while we share our hope in attitude and action in 
the present. We don’t resign ourselves to the way things, twiddling our thumbs until Christ returns. 
We don’t convince ourselves we can create utopia, either. Instead, we hope in attitude and action.  



5 
 

Second, when is our hope?   
Peter preaches in the text for today that hope does not happen in a vacuum. Hope happens in the 
context of suffering. Suffering is the time when hope happens. Peter is not referring to the general 
suffering all people experience. He is referring specifically to suffering on account of being a 
Christian, suffering for doing good.  
 
Just a few weeks ago, NFL teams drafted new players. Every team wants to win. Every team is 
hungry to knock off the Kansas City Chiefs as Super Bowl Champions. But think of it from the Chiefs 
standpoint. Their year next year will be about defending their title. It will take all they have. They 
are the team to beat, and they will be challenged in every contest.  
 
Peter tells us that Christians should be ready to defend their hope in a similar way. Jesus has risen 
victoriously from the grave, never to die again. Through His promises and your faith in them, Jesus 
shares His victory with you. But it will be challenged, just as He was challenged. “For Christ also 
suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God” (3.18). Hope 
happened for Jesus in the context of suffering. Because He suffered, because His death appeased the 
wrath of God, because His resurrection is a victory He shares with us, we can be confident of final 
victory, but not without the present challenge. Hope happens in the context of suffering and your 
suffering is not something insurmountable for God. Your suffering is an opportunity to share your 
hope with gentleness and respect so that others might share in the victory of Jesus.  
 
Third, where is our hope?  
In 1 Peter 1.21, Peter says, “your faith and hope are in God.” But our text for today says that hope is 
“in you” (3.15). So, God is the object of the hope that is in us. The connection is God the Holy Spirit 
who is our object of hope and who dwells within us. But the Spirit does not put hope in you directly. 
It cannot be downloaded or air dropped. Instead, the Spirit uses His Word, the promises of the risen 
and reigning Lord Jesus, that we hear and believe. In that way, the Spirit puts true hope in you.  
 
But it’s not just the Word the Holy Spirit uses. The Spirit uses people, as well. How did the Christian 
hope get in you? What persons or persons has the Spirit used? Is it possible the list includes your 
mother? For many, maybe for most, it does. Thanks be to God for our Christian mothers who did not 
miss the opportunity, maybe even in the context of suffering, to share their Christian hope with us 
in gentleness and respect. If that is the case for you, then your mother is more than the way God 
gave you earthly life. Your mother is the way God has given you eternal, heavenly life. We should all 
follow that example and be the means by which God share Christian hope with others through us.  
 
Hope is an excellent theme to end the season of Easter since next Sunday we’ll celebrate the 
Ascension of our Lord, then Pentecost, then Holy Trinity Sunday, and then we’re in the long, green 
season of the Sundays after Pentecost. But hope is more than a theme in the Church Year. Hope is 
the theme of our lives in this world, to be fulfilled in our lives in the world to come. Until then, “we 
rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces 
character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God's love has 
been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (Romans 5.3–5). 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Praise the Lord!  
Sermon on Psalm 146 for Easter 5A on May 7, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
The text for the sermon today is Psalm 146. Psalm 146 does what Psalm 51 prays, “O Lord, open my 
lips, and my mouth will declare your praise” (Psalm 51.15). 
 
There are 150 psalms in the hymnal of the Old Testament. And, just like our hymnal, not all psalms 
are the same. There are different kinds of psalms for different kinds of circumstances. Some 
complain to God. Some ask God to forgive sin. Some, like Psalm 146, simply praise God. Many 
psalms are not even the same all the way through. Lament psalms, for example, usually begin in 
lament, but they end in praise. In fact, there is a general movement from Psalm 1 to Psalm 150 that 
goes from suffering to rejoicing; from despair to hope; and from lament to praise. 
 
But it’s not just the psalms that move. The Holy Spirit, through the psalms, moves us. Sometimes, 
God moves us from lament to praise by changing our circumstances. More often, God moves us from 
lament to praise by changing our perspective on our circumstances. Either way, God is the one Who 
makes the change. By His Word and Spirit, He moves our whole lives from lament to praise.  
 
When I was young, my sister and I listened to cassette tapes of Psalty the Singing Songbook. Psalty 
taught me songs like “The Butterfly Song,” “Joy Joy Down in My Heart,” “Arky Arky,” “Make Me a 
Servant,” “Praise the Lord Together,” and “Jesus Put the Song in My Heart.” That last one says:  
 

I tried to sing my song on my own, but then I found out I was singing alone.  
Then Jesus sang with me. We sang in harmony.  
Now I’m singing His song. I’m singing His song.  
 
Jesus put the song in my heart. He turned my life around.  
He gave me a treasure, the heart of a servant.  
Jesus put the song in my heart, a joyful melody, that sings of His wonderful love. 

 
I am pleasantly surprised with that theology when I look back at it. God turns us around to praise 
Him. Jesus gives us a song, Jesus puts it in our hearts by His Spirit, and Jesus sings the song with us. 
 
Let’s consider Psalm 146. It appears almost at the end of the psalms, so it is a psalm of pure praise. 
It begins: “Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord, O my soul! I will praise the Lord as long as I live; I will sing 
praises to my God while I have my being.” 
 
It might sound simple, but it is impossible to praise the Lord on our own. On our own, we are stuck 
on ourselves and our circumstances. But God did not make us for that. When Adam and Eve turned 
away from God and His Word, they turned inward into themselves. In turning inward, praise to the 
Lord became much more difficult and even impossible for humans to do apart from God. But, again, 
God moves people. He changes them by His Word and Spirit. He turns us to face Him and praise 
Him. So, praise, as simple as it sounds, is evidence of the Holy Spirit dwelling in you.  
 
The psalm continues: “Put not your trust in princes, in a son of man, in whom there is no salvation.   
When his breath departs, he returns to the earth; on that very day his plans perish.” 
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The psalm makes a simple distinction between the Creator and His creation. Our hearts are often 
tempted to praise and worship “the creature rather than the Creator” (Romans 1.25). But creatures 
cannot handle unending praise. Only God lives forever. So, praise is reserved for Him.  
 
Now for the heart of the psalm: “Blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the Lord 
his God, who made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, who keeps faith forever; who 
executes justice for the oppressed, who gives food to the hungry. The Lord sets the prisoners free; the 
Lord opens the eyes of the blind. The Lord lifts up those who are bowed down; the Lord loves the 
righteous.  The Lord watches over the sojourners; he upholds the widow and the fatherless, but the 
way of the wicked he brings to ruin.” 
 
Praise to God does not happen without emotion. Often, praise doesn’t come at the end of problems 
but in the middle of problems when our hearts are full. But praise cannot be reduced to pure 
emotion, either. God gives us unchanging reasons to praise Him. Praise states those reasons why 
God is praised and those unchanging reasons stand no matter what our circumstances are and no 
matter what our emotions might be. It’s just as we prayed in the Collect of the Day: “Grant that . . . 
among the many changes of this world our hearts may be fixed where true joy are found.” 
 
So, what are the reasons to praise God in Psalm 146? There are two, here. First, God created us 
together with all creatures. He “made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that it in them” (146.6). That 
is always the case, no matter what. This world is His and we are His. But, second, He did not create 
the universe and then disappear. He is present and active in His creation, even after the fall. And not 
only is He present and active, He is also “a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in 
steadfast love and faithfulness” (Psalm 86.15). We know His gracious character because of what He 
does within this fallen world. He rights the wrongs. He provides for the needy. He frees the 
prisoners. He restores the broken. He protects the unprotected. And He destroys the wicked.  
 
Nowhere does God show that gracious character more clearly than in the person and work of Jesus 
Christ. He became a man. He lived on this earth. He healed diseases like blindness and deafness and 
paralysis. He raised the dead. He sought out sinners and He loved them. He forgave sinners’ sin and 
changed their lives. He gave them reasons to praise. But He did even more than that. He gave 
Himself over to be crucified, to die, to be buried, and to rise again. By His death, He destroyed death. 
By His resurrection He has opened heaven to all believers. God did not act that way because He had 
to. He wanted to act that way for our benefit. And it is always the case. There is never a time, never 
a circumstance, when we cannot praise God for Who Jesus is and what Jesus has done for us.  
 
Finally, the psalm ends with the words: “The Lord will reign forever, your God, O Zion, to all 
generations. Praise the Lord!” 
 
This is an expression of hope. So, praise happens because God turns us toward Him. Praise happens 
because of who God is and what God has done. But praise also happens because of what God has 
promised to do. So, your reasons for praise and the content of our praise include what God has yet 
to do. Jesus lives and reigns to all eternity and promises to return to raise the dead, give eternal life 
to you, restore all things, and take you to be with Him in His Father’s house. There, before His 
throne, in His presence, when our hope is fulfilled, His praise will fill our mouths forever.  
 
Today, as we ask God to forgive us for all our sins, let’s ask God to forgive us for praise directed to 
creatures rather than the Creator; for half-hearted praise; for praise that forgets its reasons; for 
praise that disappears because of problems; and for a heart that so often needs to be turned back 
toward Him. For these and all your sins, I forgive you in Jesus’ name.  
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Forgiven and set free, let’s also ask God to give us His Holy Spirit so that we can praise Him. It’s just 
like Psalty said. We cannot praise God alone or on our own. St. Paul says, “no one can say ‘Jesus is 
Lord’ except in the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12.3). The same goes for praise. No one can praise 
God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, apart from the presence and power of God the Holy Spirit.  
 
Look at the martyrdom of Stephen recording in Acts six and seven. The life of Stephen became a life 
of praise, not just in what he said but in what he did. He gave his life after the example and pattern 
of Jesus. How could He do that? The text is clear. Unlike those who were resisting the Holy Spirit, 
Stephen was “full of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 7.55). Apart from the Spirit, Stephen would not have been 
able to confess Jesus as Lord, praise God in his circumstances, or praise Him by giving His life. But 
the amazing gift is that the same Spirit that empowered Stephen to praise God with His life is also in 
you by the same Baptism in the name of the same Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  
 
Psalm 146 does what Psalm 51 prays, “O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise” 
(Psalm 51.15). And the Lord of Psalm 51 is the Holy Spirit. If our mouths ever open and declare 
God’s praise, especially when the reasons for it do not come from our circumstances, we can be sure 
that the Holy Spirit is present and active in us. Jesus is the mediator of our praise. As He said, He is 
the way. But the Spirit is the power of our praise through Jesus to our heavenly Father.  
 
In that vein, St. Basil wrote that the Holy Spirit is our heavenly choir director. “How could the 
Seraphim say, ‘Holy, holy, holy’ (Is 6.3) unless they were taught by the Spirit how many times it is 
pious to proclaim this doxology?’ The “thousands of thousands of angels and myriads of myriads of 
ministers . . . blamelessly accomplish their proper work in the power of the Spirit. . . . So, then, every 
. . . harmony in the service of God . . . cannot be maintained except by the support of the Spirit.”1 
 
Today, as the Spirit gives us power, we participate in the angels’ praise to God. We participate in 
heaven’s praise to God, because heaven and earth have the same choir director who teaches us all 
to sing the same song of praise to the Father through the Son. Not only is that song the same today, 
but it is the same song we will sing forever. In that sense, our lives are like the dress rehearsal for 
the main event yet to come.  
 
Here's one more Psalty song:  

Don’t You Know It’s Time to Praise the Lord 
In the Sanctuary of His Holy Spirit? 
So set your mind on Him and let your praise begin. 
And the glory of the Lord will fill this place.  
Praise the Lord.  

 
He lives within the praises of His people. 
He loves to hear us call upon His name. 
So set your mind on Him and let your praise begin. 
And the glory of the Lord will fill this place.  
Praise the Lord.  

 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

  

 
1 St. Basil the Great, On the Holy Spirit, trans. Stephen Hildebrand (Yonkers: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011): 73. 
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Rescued and Changed by Jesus 
Sermon on 1 Peter 1.17–25 for Easter 3A on April 23, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Rescues don’t just save lives. Rescues change lives. 
 
The movie Cast Away came out way back in 2000. Tom Hanks plays Chuck Noland who is a systems 
analyst for FedEx. He’s flying to Malaysia when his plane goes down and he’s stranded on an island 
in the Pacific Ocean. He’s there for four years! Everyone back home believes he is dead. But then 
comes the rescue. The tide brings in a big piece of plastic, half of the siding off of a portable toilet 
stall. Chuck sticks it on a raft, uses it as a sail, sets out into the ocean, and meets an ocean liner a few 
days later. When Chuck goes home, he tells his friend all about it: “I had power over nothing . . . I 
knew, somehow, that I had to stay alive. Somehow. I had to keep breathing. Even though there was 
no reason to hope. And all my logic said that I would never see this place again. So that’s what I did. 
I stayed alive. I kept breathing. And one day my logic was proven all wrong because the tide came in 
and gave me a sail. And now, here I am. I’m back. In Memphis, talking to you.”  
 
Rescues don’t just save lives. Rescues change lives. Chuck isn’t actually alive, but you can imagine 
how that fictitious life changed after all of that. Before, his life was scheduled, ordered, regimented, 
and controlled. But after all of that, he realized how his life was fragile, dependent, and at the mercy 
of forces beyond his control. Now he had less fear, more hope, more clarity, and more peace.  
 
But Chuck Noland did not yet have what we have in the rescue of Jesus. Thanks be to God that we 
know the God who is all those forces beyond our control! We have power over nothing, especially 
over death. But Jesus’ resurrection defies all logic. He died but He lives. Because He lives, you will 
live. “Jesus is risen and we shall arise, give God the glory! Alleluia!” But Jesus’ resurrection rescue 
does not just save us and give us future life. His rescue changes our lives and gives us new life today 
with less fear, true hope, eternal clarity, and inexhaustible peace, even more than the Pacific Ocean.  
 
Psalm 116 is what we can share with our friends after our rescue in Jesus: “I love the Lord, because 
he has heard my voice and my pleas for mercy. . . . The snares of death encompassed me . . . I suffered 
distress and anguish. Then I called on the name of the LORD: ‘O LORD, I pray, deliver my soul!’ . . . when I 
was brought low, he saved me . . . you have delivered my soul from death, my eyes from tears, my feet 
from stumbling; I will walk before the LORD in the land of the living.” 
 
Peter also describes our rescue in the Epistle Lesson for today: “you were ransomed [that is, rescued] 
. . . not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ” and “God . . . 
raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God.” In other words, 
God rescued us from futile, hopeless, meaningless, perishable life. He not only poured out His Son’s 
precious blood to rescue us from death. He raised Him from the dead to give us life. His resurrection 
changes everything for you. His resurrection makes you eternally free.  
 
But free from what? What change has Jesus’ rescue made in your life? Peter writes, “you were 
ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers.” In other words, your genetic code, 
written by God at your conception, that determines your hair color, eye color, height, sex, and so 
much more, is infected with a defect called mortality. It’s there because humanity has stepped away 
from God’s Word as the power of life. Now, Peter calls our inheritance “futile” and “perishable.” 
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I see our futility all over, don’t you? We repeat our mistakes. We return to our evil thoughts. We fail 
to control our tongues. We find it next to impossible to change our bad attitudes. And beyond our 
unfixable foibles and flaws, we face health problems. Doctors, procedures, and medications all have 
their place, but all have their limits. And beyond our own futility, we feel the weight of a futile world 
filled with violence and selfishness. We’re never going to stop all crime, cure all diseases, or protect 
everyone from everything. We’re never going to end death. “All flesh is like grass and all its glory like 
the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls.” Life is futile. Life is perishable. 
 
But even Chuck Noland learned freedom in his dependence. Remember that this futility we feel is 
God’s design. Yes, we have inherited it from our forefathers, but listen to what Paul says in Romans 
eight, “For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in 
hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of 
the glory of the children of God.” Futility might tempt us to hopelessness, but God has forced us into 
futility so that we, with all creation, might be set free. God has rescued us and set us free in Jesus.  
 
Again, Peter preaches, “you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not 
with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb 
without blemish or spot.” “Ransomed” means “set free.” God has set you free from futility not by 
means of something perishable, but by means of Jesus’ life-giving blood. From the world’s point of 
view, Jesus’ death is futile. What good is it? But it was the Father’s plan for your rescue. Jesus was 
born as a man, not of perishable seed but imperishable. He was not conceived by a human father 
but by the power of the Holy Spirit. He does not have the infection of sin running through His veins. 
His blood is imperishable. So, when Jesus poured out His blood for you, as Jesus pours it out today, 
He pours out life free from futility and free from mortality. Jesus rescues you by His blood. 
 
But after His death, Peter says, “God . . . raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your 
faith and hope are in God.” The resurrection of Jesus reverses mortality and futility. What can death 
do now? Scare us, stalk us, grieve us, but in Christ Jesus it cannot destroy us. It has to release us, just 
like it released Jesus. Now, it is not life that is futile. It is death that is futile. Now, we are not the 
ones who are mortal. Death itself is mortal and will come to an end as the last of God’s enemies to 
be destroyed. Now, we live with less fear, true hope, eternal clarity, and inexhaustible peace. 
 
How can we be so sure that we will be set free from death like Jesus has been set free from death? 
Peter says, that we were “born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living 
and abiding word of God.” United with Jesus in Baptism, God has placed His eternal Word in our 
hearts. In other words, if Jesus is imperishable, and if His Word of promise is imperishable, and if 
Jesus’ Word of promise is in our hearts by the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, then we are as 
imperishable as God’s imperishable Word. If His Word remains forever, you will remain forever. 
You have been rescued by Jesus’ resurrection.  
 
So, what now? Jesus’ rescue has saved your life. But He has also changed it. Not only is there less 
fear, true hope, eternal clarity, and inexhaustible peace. But there is also more love. Peter says, “love 
one another earnestly from a pure heart, since you have been born again, not of perishable seed but of 
imperishable, through the living and abiding word of God.” So, loved by God we love each other.  
 
Today, Jesus sets you free all over again. You are free from futility and mortality. You are free for 
hope, peace, and love, gifts of the Holy Spirit who dwells in you as a guarantee of your resurrection. 
In Jesus, life is never futile. Connected to Christ and inspired by His Spirit, our lives will never end.   
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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You Are “of God” 
Sermon on Acts 5.29–42 for Easter 2A on April 16, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Last Sunday was the feast of feasts, the most important celebration in the Church Year. If there is no 
Easter Sunday, there is no reason for the Christian Church and no basis for the Christian faith. But 
Jesus did rise from the dead. And because He rose, every Sunday is a celebration of Easter. That’s 
why we sing the song throughout the Church Year, “This is, today, the feast of victory for our God.”  
 
But our lives of faith are not always filled with the experience of victory. The truth of Christ’s victory 
is something we have by faith, not sight. And it was the exact same way in the Early Church.  
 
In the history of the Acts of the Apostles, it was not obvious to everyone in Jerusalem that there had 
been a victory on Easter and that there should be a feast. Instead, as soon as the apostles began to 
preach in the name of Jesus, there was conflict. The same authorities who opposed Jesus opposed 
the men Jesus sent. The same authorities who condemned Jesus to death were ready to kill Jesus’ 
apostles. Why did they keep on preaching in the name of Jesus? “There is salvation in no one else, for 
there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4.12).  
 
In Acts chapter five, just before our reading for today, the apostles were regularly doing “signs and 
wonders . . . among the people.” They were healing people, just like Jesus had done. As a result, “more 
than ever believers were added to the Lord, multitudes of both men and women, so that they even 
carried out the sick into the streets and laid them on cots and mats, that as Peter came by at least his 
shadow might fall on some of them” (5.14–15). In response, “the high priest rose up, and all who were 
with him . . .  and filled with jealousy they arrested the apostles and put them in the public prison. But 
during the night an angel of the Lord opened the prison doors and brought them out, and said, ‘Go and 
stand in the temple and speak to the people all the words of this Life.’ And when they heard this, they 
entered the temple at daybreak and began to teach” (5.17–21). Clearly, God was at work through the 
apostles. But the religious leaders would not be stopped. They arrested the apostles again. “And the 
high priest questioned them, saying, ‘We strictly charged you not to teach in this name, yet here you 
have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and you intend to bring this man's blood upon us’” (5.28). 
 
It is in response to these words that Peter says, “We must obey God rather than men. The God of our 
fathers raised Jesus, whom you killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him at his right hand as 
Leader and Savior, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these 
things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him” (Acts 5.30–32). So, when 
human authorities contradict divine authority, no matter how powerful the human authorities 
might be, no matter how convincing their words might be, no matter how persuasive their use of 
force might be, “We must obey God rather than men.” In all things, Christians obey their “Leader and 
Savior” named Jesus who died but rose again to give us repentance and forgiveness of sins. To make 
the point, Peter even repeats the word “obey” at the end of his sermon: “And we are witnesses to 
these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him” (Acts 5.32). 
 
Peter, like a rock, along with the other apostles, will not be moved. The Jewish authorities, with 
necks as stiff as iron and foreheads as hard as brass, will not be moved (Isaiah 48.4). Gamaliel 
comes between them and says, “if this plan or this undertaking is of man, it will fail; but if it is of God, 
you will not be able to overthrow them. You might even be found opposing God” (Acts 5.35–39).  
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Gamaliel’s wise words were a challenge to the Jews in Jerusalem. They couldn’t deny that Jesus’ 
tomb was empty on Easter. They couldn’t deny that Peter had power to heal. They couldn’t deny 
that the apostles had been set free from prison. It should have been obvious that it was all “of God.” 
But Gamaliel’s wise words were also a challenge to the Christian Church at that time. They better be 
absolutely certain that what they’re preaching, teaching, and believing is actually “of God.” Only the 
message “of God” would succeed. In a similar way, then, Gamaliel’s wise words are a challenge to 
the Church at all times and in all places, even to us in this congregation. So, the question is one we 
have to answer: “Who or what is ‘of God’ and who or what is not?” 
 
Where does that question come up for you? It might happen when you listen to the radio or a 
podcast. It might happen when you watch a TV show or a movie. It might happen when you have a 
conversation with someone at work or in your family or in your neighborhood. The world is filled 
to overflowing with ideas and opinions and everyone seems to be so confident that they are right. It 
happens even in our own hearts. You might not even realize how your own ideas and opinions have 
been shaped by the world rather than by the Word of God. And that is the key, isn’t it? We can only 
distinguish between what is “of God” and what is “of man” by the Word of God, the Bible. If our 
ideas and opinions are not in line with Scripture, we are the ones who will be found opposing God.   
 
So, do you obey what human authorities have to say about male and female, or do you obey the 
Scriptures that say, “God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and 
female he created them” (Genesis 1.27). Jesus adds, “What therefore God has joined together, let not 
man separate” (Matthew 19.6). This is not a political issue. Will we obey God or men?  
 
Do you obey what human authorities have to say about religion? With all the people in the world, 
with all the traditions and perspectives and wisdom, can there really only be one way to rightly 
know the Creator of the universe? Do you obey human authorities who say that an exclusive claim 
like that is unlikely and even hateful, or do you obey God who says, “There is salvation in no one else, 
for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4.12)?  
 
Where our ideas and opinions come into conflict with the truth of God’s Word, it is not God’s Word 
that needs to change, but us. For just as the world shapes and forms our ideas and opinions by 
human authorities, the Holy Spirit shapes, forms, and transforms our minds by the Scriptures. 
Obeying the world comes from spending time listening to the world. Obeying God comes from 
spending time listening to the Word of God. Obeying God also comes, as St. Peter says, by the power 
of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God is present and active through the Scriptures as a witness to the 
truth. He is also present and active in us so that we can be witnesses of the truth. Just as the Spirit 
caused Peter and the other apostles to “not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 
5.42), even in the in the face conflict, the same Spirit causes us to speak that same Gospel in this 
generation, no matter the conflict we might face because of it.  
 
The message of God is this: Jesus rose victoriously over death and the grave to be our Leader and 
Savior. There is no other name under heaven by which we are saved, and we will share in His 
victory someday when He comes again. In the meantime, our lives of faith are not always filled with 
the experience of victory. The truth of Christ’s victory is something we have by faith and not yet by 
sight. Peter and the other apostles were imprisoned, beaten, and dishonored, just as Jesus was. But 
we see today that it was all “of God” in the end. It happened so we could know Jesus’ victory and our 
victory in Him. May our words and our actions and our entire lives be “of God” in that same way.  
 
Let us pray. Almighty God, grant that we who have celebrated the Lord’s resurrection may by Your 
grace confess in our life and conversation that Jesus is Lord and God. Amen.  
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Welcome to the Promised Land of Milk and Honey 
Sermon for Easter Sunday on April 9, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
When was the last time you had a big family reunion or family celebration? When was the last time 
you had a big family reunion or family celebration without lots of food? Can you even do that?  
 
Easter is like that for the family of God. In fact, there is a long history of calling church celebrations 
“feasts.” Easter is sometimes called “the feast of feasts,” the most important one. We’ve gotten away 
from that language, but there’s something there. Feasts mean lots of family and lots of food.  
 
Feasts also mean lots of fun. It’s a time for bocci ball, or volleyball, or horseshoes. It’s time to get out 
that badminton set you’ve had in the garage for years but never use. It’s a time for board games and 
card games. It’s a time to laugh at the jokes your crazy uncle loves to tell.  
 
But part of the fun is also good conversation. And what is the topic? Maybe mostly, “Remember 
when?”. Families love to look back and celebrate the memories. But with “Remember when?” comes 
“What’s next?” Families love to look forward, too, and have some hope for the next generation.  
 
Easter is a lot like that for the family of God. We celebrate the past when God conquered sin, death, 
and hell through Christ’s resurrection from the dead. He is risen! He is risen indeed! But we also 
celebrate the future that Christ’s resurrection has opened up for us. Jesus is risen and we shall arise!  
 
But at the heart of all that family fun, there’s always food. Easter is no different. There was a 
beautiful breakfast already this morning. There is also a Supper yet to come. And it is here, at this 
altar, that God gives us a little foretaste of the never-ending feast to come. 
 
Ever since the Garden of Eden, God’s family has been looking forward to that feast to come. Today 
we heard again how our brothers and sisters God rescued from Egypt heard God’s promise “to bring 
them . . . to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Exodus 3.8). It’s the same for 
us today. Life is a lot more like wilderness wandering than a good and broad land; more like slavery 
in Egypt than rest in a land flowing milk and honey. Our taskmaster isn’t Pharoah, but the evil 
trinity of sin, death, and the devil. But when our brother Jesus, the Son of God, rose victoriously 
from the dead and triumphantly left the tomb, He conquered sin, death, and the devil for you. And 
in His victory, He now promises victory to you.  
 
Sometimes we forget the fullness of that victory. Sometimes we get the idea that it’s purely 
spiritual. But the new life Jesus promises to you is not purely spiritual. It is fully human. He 
promises new life you can hear, smell, see, taste, and feel. He promises a good and broad land in a 
new heaven and a new earth! He promises milk, honey, and a feast that will never end. Isaiah says, 
“the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine” (Isaiah 25.6). 
That is a promise for God’s entire family. And to give us real hope for that Last Day, God gives us a 
literal, physical, fully human foretaste of that feast to come.  
 
In the Early Church, Easter was a time to celebrate new Christians. During Lent, there was a process 
of instruction. People would come to know God through the Scriptures. They would learn to confess 
their sins and receive forgiveness from Jesus. They would learn to walk in-step with the Spirit. 



14 
 

Finally, during the Easter vigil, a service in the darkness before Easter, they would be baptized. 
They would process into the church where the congregation was gathered by candlelight and, as 
the sun rose, the Easter service began. But before these new Christians would eat and drink the 
Lord’s Supper for the first time, they were given a cup of water mixed with milk and honey to drink. 
Why? Because they were now part of God’s family looking forward to the Promise Land.  
 
That’s your story today, as well. Like your brothers and sisters in the Early Church, God has brought 
you into His family by the water of Baptism and has given you the forestate of the feast to come in 
His body and blood. In other words, the Spirit has already delivered to you the victory of Jesus.  
 
At Baptism, you already crossed the river of death into the Promised Land flowing with milk and 
honey. At this Supper, you already have a seat at God’s feast as a member of His family. Here, you 
already join with angels, archangels and all the company of heaven, including all those who have 
gone before you. Here, you step out of a world defined by anxiety, fear, unbelief, sin, pain, and death 
and you step into a new world defined by God and the fully human life He has won for you. Here, 
God gives you a little taste of the milk and honey of His Promised Land so you can look forward to 
the feast to come with confident hope.  
 
How can you be so confident? On Easter Sunday Jesus opened the way for you. Jesus is the Way for 
you. He went into the tomb, the place from which no other human can come out, and, on the third 
day, He burst out. He destroyed the “covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil that is spread over 
all nations” (Isaiah 25.7). Death has no more power over Him. Death has no more power over 
anyone who belongs to Him. He lives today to promise you victory over death and to free you from 
the fear of death, from the sadness of death, and from the hopelessness of death. Even more, He 
lives to promise you a place at His wedding feast where you are, amazingly, His beloved Bride. That 
will be a family reunion and celebration unlike any other.  
 
Sometimes, when family reunions and family celebrations end, people go away saying, “Well, I’m 
glad that’s over. There’s a reason we only see those people once a decade.” But sometimes, people 
go away saying, “We really should do that more often.” Those times are precious. They go way too 
fast. How good it is to have Jesus’ promise that His feast of victory, the feast He shares with us, the 
feast we will share with God’s entire family, will never end. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Humbled and Exalted 
Sermon on Philippians 2.5–11 for Palm and Passion Sunday on April 2, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Ev. Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son + and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Philippians chapter two, “He humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death 
on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him” (2.8b–9a). Jesus humbled Himself. God exalted Him.  
 
So, we made it to Palm Sunday. What kind of memories do you have of Palm Sunday? Every Palm 
Sunday while I was in college at Concordia, River Forest, I drove from Chicago, right through 
Milwaukee, to Green Bay, Wisconsin, to play trumpet at Pilgrim Lutheran Church. My uncle is the 
pastor there and his wife, my mom’s sister, plays the organ there. So, they invited me to celebrate 
Palm Sunday with them every year for four years. I remember a sermon my uncle preached at one of 
those Palm Sunday services. I remember it because, in that sermon, my uncle talked about Oreo 
cookies. He made the point that what makes Oreos so good is the combination. It’s not just the hard 
cookie or the soft stuff in the middle. It’s both. It’s the combination that makes them so good. He used 
that image of on Oreo to call to mind the combination of the events of Holy Week, starting with today. 
 
If you look at the front of your bulletin, there is a powerful combination of images. There are palms. 
Hosanna! But, right there, overlapping the palms is a crown of thorns. Crucify Him. The events of this 
week all belong together. There’s no Palm Sunday without Good Friday. But there’s no Good Friday 
without Easter, either. It belongs together.  
 
This past Wednesday, I shared a little bit about the way Lutheran Service Book, published in 2006, 
has changed Palm Sunday to Palm Sunday and the Sunday of the Passion. I mentioned one reason for 
that change is to highlight the contrast between the palms and the thorns. We then proceeded to 
focus on the palm. But another reason to expand Palm Sunday to Palm and Passion Sunday is to make 
sure that no one misses the thorns. See, Lutheran Service Book didn’t invent Palm and Passion Sunday. 
It simply followed some of the changes that came out of the Second Vatican Council of the Roman 
Catholic Church. The logic there was simple and sad. Most Christians do not attend Good Friday 
services. So, a typical Christian in America today, if they go to church at all, might celebrate Palm 
Sunday with Jesus riding into Jerusalem and then celebrate Easter Sunday with Jesus rising from the 
dead. They might never hear of Jesus being condemned, mocked, beaten, and crucified. They might 
never hear to narrative of the cross. 
 
Now, skipping Jesus’ cross is a problem for a number of reasons. Mainly, it misses the depth of our 
sin and the depth of God’s love for us. But skipping Jesus’ cross also creates for people unrealistic 
expectations about the Christian life. Maybe I can skip the cross, too, and just enjoy the times of 
celebration. How many of us, even with attending Good Friday services, have unknowingly made the 
assumption that we should expect all Palm Sundays and Easters without any crosses in between? But 
that’s not life. That’s not Jesus’ life and that’s not the life we live by His Spirit. “He humbled himself by 
becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him” 
(Philippians 2.8–9). Just as Jesus was humbled and exalted, the Spirit of Jesus humbles and exalts us.  
 
Throughout this season of Lent, we have emphasized the change that God wants to bring about in us. 
He wants to make new life happen in us. We cannot do that for ourselves. Only God can change the 
human heart. But today we see that before God makes any change in us, God first changes for us. The 
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Father sent the Son to humble Himself for us. He did not have to make that change. He made it out of 
love. He became man. He gave Himself over to men. He not only humbled Himself. He was humiliated.  
 
The Creator God, almighty and eternal, Who deserves nothing but pure praise and endless exaltation 
from His creatures, gives Himself over not only to suffering and pain, but rejection and humiliation.  
As you heard the Passion account from Matthew twenty-seven, as that narrative brought Jesus before 
your eyes, what sort of person did you see? What did the Spirit let you see through the Word today?  
 
Let’s go with Him before the governor where He was accused, but gave no answer. He gave no answer 
to a single charge. “The governor was greatly amazed,” and you should be, too. Your Savior loves you 
so much that He refused to defend Himself, justify Himself, or set the record straight.  
 
When was the last time you refused to defend yourself? When was the last time you just let it go? 
Maybe it’s been too long. Maybe you need to realize how your need to justify yourself is a symptom 
of a sinful, self-centered heart and evidence that you have not let the Holy Spirit change you and make 
you new. Maybe you’ve refused to defend yourself too much and let others walk all over you to the 
point that you are bitter toward everyone. Maybe you need to realize that even you have your limits 
but that Jesus’ willingness to let it go has no limit.  
 
Let’s go with Him as the whole battalion of soldiers have their way with Him. They strip Him. That 
alone is shame beyond what most of us have ever experienced. But these soldiers were just getting 
started. They mocked Him: A scarlet robe, a crown of thorns, and a reed. “Hail, King of the Jews.” Then 
they spit on Him and hit Him on the head. This is not humility. This is humiliation. This is not just 
physical torture, this is God letting men make Him less than nothing.  
 
When was the last time you were truly humbled? Maybe it’s been a while. Maybe it happened again 
this morning. None of us like it. But we all need it. Even St. Paul needed a thorn in his flesh to keep 
him from being too proud. Without thorns and crosses, we’d really be a mess since our need to exalt 
ourselves knows no limit. If we had it our way, we’d get our own Palm Sunday with our own crowd 
praising our name. If we had it our way, we’d skip all humiliation and stick with the exaltation.  
 
But Jesus humbles Himself. Think of the contrast with the rest of humanity. Everyone is constantly, 
desperately, and unsuccessfully climbing up. We cannot not exalt ourselves. It’s disgusting. He alone 
is beautifully free not to exalt Himself. He alone goes the other direction. He alone lowers Himself into 
a world enslaved to climbing up. His heart is not filled with self-centeredness and sin but with the 
Spirit of God. He is free to serve you. He went defenseless because He loves you. He humbled Himself 
to humiliation and death because He loves you. Crucified. Dead. Buried. All for you.  
 
But there is no thorn without the palm, no cross without the empty tomb. “He humbled himself,” He 
made a change we could never make, “Therefore God has highly exalted him.” The Day is coming when 
all creation will exalt Him, when every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is Lord.  
 
But in the meantime, God is not done. God the Holy Spirit is busy, constantly working to do what only 
God can do, that is, change human hearts. God the Holy Spirit, using this Word about Jesus, is 
humbling human hearts, showing us the ugliness of our need for exaltation, and showing us the 
beauty of being like Jesus Who heads downward in humility. So, while those words, “humbled” and 
“exalted” apply first to Jesus, when the Spirit of Jesus is present and active in you, those words, 
“humbled” and “exalted,” apply to you, as well. The Spirit changes us to be more like Jesus. 
 
 “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me” (Psalm 51.10).  
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St. Basil of Caesarea was born in the year 330 AD and died in the year 379 AD. His life took place 
between two extremely important councils of the church. The Council of Nicaea took place in 325 AD, 
five years before St. Basil was born. The Council of Nicaea confessed that the Son is “of one substance 
with the Father.” In other words, Jesus is God. The Council of Nicaea did not, however, deal with the 
divinity of the Spirit. That question was not addressed until the Council of Constantinople in 381 AD. 
That was two years after St. Basil of Caesarea died. It is the Council of Constantinople that created the 
creed we confessed today. We call it the Nicene Creed, but it is actually the Niceno-Constantinopolitan 
Creed and it confesses the divinity of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit.  
 
So, St. Basil lived, worked, and wrote right between those two Councils and he helped the church 
confess that the Holy Spirit is God. Writing in the year 370 AD, On the Holy Spirit, St. Basil argues that 
the Spirit must be confessed as God because the Spirit does what only God can do. The Spirit changes 
human hearts. He points to baptism and notices that two things are happening there. First, the water 
brings death. The water abolishes the body of sin so it no longer bears fruit until death. But through 
the same water, the Spirit brings life and causes people to fruit in holiness. The Holy Spirit changes 
us so that we become holy.  
 
“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me” (Psalm 51.10). And He does.  
 
By the power of the Spirit, your clean, new heart recognizes the problem. It’s called repentance. You 
see your need to exalt yourself. But the Spirit does not leave you there. The Spirit begins to address 
the problem. The Spirit lowers you, humbles you, even crucifies your fallen heart, so you can stop 
exalting yourself and exalt Jesus as Lord. 
 
By the power of the Spirit, your clean, new heart also recognizes the amazing fact that when you stop 
exalting yourself and exalt Jesus as Lord, God actually exalts you far higher than you could have ever 
exalted yourself. It’s called faith in the grace and promises of God. He has made you His child, an heir 
of eternity, an inheritor of what only the perfectly righteous deserve. “For our sake he made him to be 
sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5.21). 
Your clean, new heart trusts that exalted status.  
 
By the power of the Spirit, your clean, new heart also seeks to raise up others by lowering yourself to 
genuinely serve them. It’s called love. That exalts both them and God. “Do nothing from selfish 
ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look 
not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. Have this mind among yourselves, which 
is yours in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 2.3–5).  
 
Finally, by the power of the Spirit, your clean, new heart exists to praise and exalt God. It’s called 
worship and it involves every moment of every day until that final Day when, “At the name of Jesus 
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (2.10–11).  
 
So, it’s like my uncle said. The Oreo is good because of the combination of the hard cookie and the 
soft stuff. Holy Week is a little like that. Jesus is humbled and exalted. But our lives are like that, too. 
The Spirit works in us and changes us so that, like Jesus, we too are humbled and exalted.  
 
Heavenly Father, send Your Spirit to shape us in the likeness of Your Son, our Savior, Jesus Christ, so 
that we might humble ourselves, trust Your promises, love and serve our neighbors, and praise You 
eternally. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
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From Death to Life by the Breath of Life 
Sermon on Romans 8.1–11 for Lent 5A on March 26, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Almost as quickly as that snowfall came yesterday, it started to melt away. It felt like winter in the 
morning, but by the late afternoon, it felt like early spring was back with warmth and sunshine. As 
spring brings change in the world, Lord willing, Lent brings change in us. This is now the fifth 
Sunday we’ve talked about that, and we have arrived at a sort of climax in that theme.  
 
Lent one was about God making the change in us from sin to forgiveness. God uncovers our worst, 
our transgression, our sin, our iniquity, so that He can forgive it, cover it, and not count it against us. 
“I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions 
to the LORD,’ and you forgave the iniquity of my sin” (Psalm 32.5). 
 
Lent two was about God making the change in us from natural birth to spiritual birth. God brings 
about the new birth of water and the Spirit, He gives us a completely new start, not once but daily, 
causing us to spiritually die not only to our worst but even to our best, so that we can live by faith in 
Him. Whoever believes in Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit has eternal life (John 3.15). 
 
Lent three was about God making the change in us from sighs of frustration to sighs of satisfaction. 
God uses unwanted and unexpected disappointments, problems, and pains to turn us away from all 
false sources of life to Himself as our Rock who was struck for us, is present with us, and promises 
to satisfy all our deepest longings in that promised land He has prepared for us (Exodus 17.6).  
 
Finally, Lent four, last week, was about God making the change in us from blindness to sight. God 
the Holy Spirit enables us to see Jesus with the eyes of faith so that we can trust in Him as our 
Savior and live under Him as our Lord. But then the Spirit enables us to see everything else—God, 
ourselves, others, even our suffering—through the lens of Jesus and His amazing grace (John 9.3). 
 
Now, if you step back and consider all of that, you will be overwhelmed by God’s goodness, 
overjoyed by God’s power, and overcome with thanksgiving. God could have and maybe should 
have left us as we were. But instead, in love, He brings about a change in us from sin to forgiveness, 
from natural birth to spiritual birth, from frustration to satisfaction, and from blindness to sight.  
 
But remember what we said at the beginning of this season and many times since. As spring thaws 
winter away and brings new life, God is really aimed at making the change in us from death to life. 
All of the changes we have considered up to this point are changes God makes in us in this life. But 
today we have come to a sort of climax. God promises to change us by raising us from the dead. 
 
We have two powerful examples of God making that change in our readings today. First, in a valley 
of dry, dead bones, God asks Ezekiel, “Can these bones live?” Yes! So, Ezekiel prophecies. As he does, 
God puts the bones back together and covers them with flesh. But life comes when the breath of life, 
the Spirit of God, breathes into those bodies, just as God breathed into lifeless clay to make man, 
and just as God will breathe life back into our mortal bodies. God promises to do four things for us, 
here: He will open our graves, He will raise us from the dead, He will bring us into our own land, 
and He will put His Spirit within us. Three results will follow: We will live, we will inhabit that new 
land God gives us, in our case, a whole new creation, and we will know that He is the LORD.  



19 
 

But second, just in case we might think that Ezekiel’s prophecy is a metaphor or an illustration, 
Jesus begins to fulfill God’s promises in John eleven. Lazarus died. His sister, Martha, believes in the 
resurrection on the Last Day. She knows Ezekiel thirty-seven. But this is different because Jesus is 
there. Lazarus died “for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it” (John 
11.4) and “so that you may believe” (John 11.15). The point is that Jesus is the LORD who promised to 
open graves, raise His people, give them a land, and put His Spirit within them. So, deeply moved in 
His spirit, Jesus opened Lazarus’ grave, raised Him by breathing a Word, “come out,” and reunited 
Him with His family in their own land. He Himself is the resurrection and the life (John 11.25).  
 
Ezekiel thirty-seven and John eleven teach us that God wants the world to know He alone “gives life 
to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (Romans 4.17). God wants the world 
to know He alone is the LORD of life. God wants the world to know He alone can make this change in 
us from death to life. God wants this otherwise hopeless world to know real hope in Him. 
 
Why doesn’t the world have real hope? Because this world is under the lordship of death. There is 
nothing anyone in this world can do to stop death or change death. All of us have experienced that 
powerlessness in the face of death. There is more than grief and loss at the graveside. There is 
powerlessness. And, apart from Jesus, that powerlessness would be hopelessness. So, one of my 
least favorite things to hear, even from Christian people, is this: “Death is just a part of life.” No. 
First, God did not create death and He did not intend death to be part of life. Second, that statement 
is hopeless. It assumes that there is nothing that can be done to change death. But God “gives life to 
the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (Romans 4.17). 
 
In C. S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, the white witch turns living creatures into stone. She collects 
once-living now-petrified creatures in her castle of ice. No one has the power to reverse that curse 
except for Aslan, the lion. When he breathes on those once-living now-petrified creatures, the stone 
melts away like ice on a hot day. His breath gives life. I keep those Lifesavers mints around because 
I take seriously the possibility that my breath could kill. Lewis’ point is that God’s breath gives life.  
 
Jesus is the LORD of life who enters the domain of death and defeats death with His Word and Spirit. 
Risen and reigning, the LORD of life has started to fulfill His promise of life in you. How can you be so 
sure that God will open your grave, raise you from the dead, and put you in a new land? Because He 
has already fulfilled His promise to put the firstfruits of His Spirit within you (Romans 8.23). Paul 
says, “the Spirit of God dwells in you” (Romans 8.9) and “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the 
dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies 
through his Spirit who dwells in you” (Romans 8.11). Today, baptized and believing people of God, 
God has “put his seal on us and given us his Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee” (2 Corinthians 1.22). 
 
What difference does that make in your life? The change is the real hope that you have. Your life in 
Christ and by His Spirit is now an existence of hope “and hope does not put us to shame, because 
God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (Romans 
5.5). How will you show that hope today in this otherwise hopeless world?  
 
I said at the start, though, the change in us from death to life is a sort of climax in this theme. That’s 
because any change in us that God brings about is based on the change in God Himself, and that is 
really what this Lenten season is all about. God made a change when He became man, when He took 
on our sin and death, when He died, when He rose, and when He sent us His Spirit. He did it all for 
us to bring about in us that change from death to eternal life. That is our real hope today.  
 
 In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Seeing by the Spirit through the Servant 
Sermon on Isaiah 42.14–21 for Lent 4A on March 19, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
These last few Sundays, we’ve considered the parallel between Lent and spring. In both seasons, 
God brings about a change in the way things are. In both seasons, He makes new life happen. 
 
Two weeks ago, we heard Jesus talk with Nicodemus about that new life. Jesus said, “unless one is 
born again he cannot see the kingdom of God. . . . unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot 
enter the kingdom of God” (John 3.3, 5). According to Jesus, the Holy Spirit brings new life to people, 
and that new life in the Spirit involves a change in people from blindness to sight. By the presence 
and power of the Holy Spirit, a person is enabled to see and enter the rule and reign of God in Jesus.  
 
It’s like those “before and after” commercials. Before, it’s gray on the screen, the music is sad, and 
everybody is struggling like you cannot believe. Then comes a change. After, there are bright colors, 
the music is triumphant, and everyone is celebrating like you cannot believe. No really, you cannot 
believe it. It’s too good to be true.  
 
Unlike the commercials, the Spirit truly does give you sight. The Spirit brings about a true “before 
and after.” The Spirit enables you, first, to see Jesus, that is, to see Him with the eyes of faith so that 
you trust in Him as Savior and live under Him as Lord. But then the Spirit enables you to see 
everything else through Jesus. The Spirit is your sight and Jesus is the lens. Before, all you could see 
was yourself. Now, like putting on a new set of glasses, you can see Jesus as Savior and Lord, and 
through Jesus you can see everything else more clearly and abundantly in His light. 
 
Before, you were blind to God, but now you see God by faith. You hear His words. You trust His 
promises. You obey His commandments. You walk in His light. You live at peace with Him.  
 
Before, you were blind to everything except yourself, but now you see yourself as a creature 
dependent on the Creator, a sinner forgiven by the Savior, and an agent of His reconciliation. 
 
Before, you were blind to the purpose of suffering, but now you see suffering in the service of the 
Spirit who uses suffering to cause faith, hope, and love to grow in you for the benefit of others.  
 
Before, you were blind to others, but now you see them with compassion, love, and service. You do 
not demand that they serve you. You live to serve them because Jesus has first served you.  
 
Today, we are seeing by the Spirit through the Servant, Jesus Christ.  
 
In the Old Testament Lesson, we see this truth in action. Through Isaiah, God addresses His people. 
Did you hear what He called them? “Hear, you deaf, and look, you blind, that you may see” (42.18). He 
calls them blind. But God had given them sight by His Spirit. How are they now blind again? They 
are blind to their God, to His law, His teaching, and His Word. That’s a huge problem because earlier 
in Isaiah 42, God said He had given His Spirit to His Servant, that is Israel, so that through them God 
could turn the blindness of the world to sight. How can they turn the world’s blindness to sight if 
they themselves are blind? How can they call the world to faith in the living God when they put 
their trust in caved idols and metal images?  
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God is grieved by this. He is deeply affected by the blindness of His people. But He has been holding 
His peace and restraining Himself “for a long time” (42.14). That phrase can also be translated 
“forever.” It seems like God has been silent forever in the face of His people’s blindness and idolatry.  
 
But now, Isaiah says, God is crying out like a woman in labor. He is gasping and panting. There are 
two points to make about that. First, like a woman in labor, God is in pain because of His own 
children. He is profoundly affected by sin, by idolatry, by human hearts putting their fear, love, 
trust, hope, and confidence in anything or anyone other than Him. Second, and this is the good 
news, like a woman in labor, despite the pain, God is bringing about new life for His people. He is 
leading them “in a way that they do not know” and turning “the darkness before them into light” 
(42.16). He does not forsake His people, even though they are willingly deaf and blind to Him.   
 
Dear Christians friends, we are those deaf and blind servants of the Lord. We are the ones who have 
put our fear, love, trust, hope, and confidence in the things of this world rather than the Creator of 
this world. We are the ones God has called to be His servants. Through us, the Spirit would “open 
the eyes that are blind” (42.7) to that through us, others might see God. But how can the blind lead 
the blind? How can we call the world to faith in the living God when we put our trust in false gods?  
 
God Himself provides the way. He sends His Spirit to restore our sight. He opens our eyes to Jesus. 
Through Him, the Spirit enables us to see God, ourselves, our suffering, and others in the right light.  
 
Seeing by the Spirit through the Servant, means realizing that God does not call us to serve Him 
before He serves us. He became the one who “sees many things, but does not observe them” (42.20), 
especially when it comes to our sin, our unbelief, our idolatry. He became the Suffering Servant of 
Isaiah 53: “he was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 
chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed. All we like sheep have gone 
astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us 
all. He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the 
slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth” (53.5–7). 
While we were sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5.8). While we were blind, He led us in a way we 
did not know and turned the darkness before us into light (42.16). The love of Jesus that led Him to 
serve us with His life is the lens the Spirit uses so we can see everything else clearly.   
 
Seeing by the Spirit through the Servant, we see God clearly. He is patient. He keeps His silence “for 
a long time.” He is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and 
faithfulness” (Exodus 34.6). And when He speaks and acts, He aims to bring about new life in us.  
 
Seeing by the Spirit through the Servant, we see ourselves clearly. “Amazing grace—how sweet the 
sound—That saved a wretch like me! I once was lost but now am found, Was blind but now I see” 
(LSB 744.1). 
 
Seeing by the Spirit through the Servant, we see our suffering clearly. It is not punishment from God 
for sin. Instead, God sends suffering so that His works might be displayed in you (John 9.3). What 
are His works but faith, hope, and love? Through suffering, God makes those eternal things grow.  
 
Finally, seeing by the Spirit through the Servant we see others clearly. Not everyone knows that 
Jesus has served them with His life. But you know it and through you God will work a change, a 
“before and after.” He will open the eyes of the blind and turn the darkness before them into light. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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From Sighs of Frustration to Sighs of Satisfaction 
Sermon on Exodus 17.1–7 for Lent 3A on March 12, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
The first stop on our journey through Lent, two weeks ago, was Psalm 32. There, the Holy Spirit 
convicts us of our sin so that He can cover us with His forgiveness. Sin is the worst side of us. In 
Lent, the Holy Spirit aims to put it to death. He aims to change the way things are in us.  
 
Our second stop, last week, was John 3. We overheard Jesus tell Nicodemus he needs to be born 
again by water and the Spirit. That means giving up our worst, as well as what we think is our best. 
In Lent, the Holy Spirit aims to end it all so we can start over, and live life defined by faith in Jesus.  
 
So, we’ve come to stop number three on our Lenten journey, In Exodus 17, God’s people have left 
everything, their best and worst, back in Egypt, and have started over in a new life with God. Will it 
be blessing upon blessing upon blessing? Not like that. Will it be smooth and painless? No. In the 
desert, God alone is the source of life. God does not tell them that. He shows them that by removing 
every other fake source of life. He teaches them by their experience. God does the same with you.  
 
Do you ever hear people sigh? Do you hear yourself sigh? It’s that involuntary exhale of frustration. 
What’s that all about? It’s about something heavy weighing on your heart. It’s about dealing with 
the unpleasant, painful, or downright wrong and feeling powerless to do anything about it. Psalm 
31 says, “my life is spent with sorrow, and my years with sighing” (31.10). Psalm 38 says, “O Lord, all 
my longing is before you; my sighing is not hidden from you” (38.9). This is the human experience. 
You know how to sigh. Israel certainly knew how to sigh.  
 
For the children of Israel, 430 years of slavery in Egypt must have been filled with significant 
sighing. But God heard them and delivered them in dramatic fashion. God sent ten plagues until 
Pharoah finally threw up his hands, probably sighed once or twice, and let God’s people go. Then 
God made a way of escape for His people through the Red Sea, drowning Pharaoh’s army with all its 
chariots and horses. On the other side of the sea, the Israelites sighed again, this time with 
satisfaction. “Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider he has thrown 
into the sea” (Exodus 15.21). They were free and they were on their way to the Promised Land. 
 
Israel’s first stop on their way to the Promised Land was a place called Marah. Pastor Mech recently 
preached a sermon about Marah, which means “bitterness.” There God told Moses to throw a log in 
the water. God made bitter water sweet. Life was good. The trip to the Promised Land had promise.  
 
Then came Israel’s second stop at a place called Elim. There’s only one verse about Elim, Exodus 
15.27. But it’s a good one. Elim had twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees. It was a little 
paradise. There was one spring of water for each of the twelve tribes of Israel. There was some 
shade from seventy trees, which was nice, but that number (seventy) points to a perfect paradise 
with an eternal tree of life. So, Elim was, in many ways, a foretaste of the feast to come. 
 
At that point in the journey, it might have felt like a honeymoon between God and His people. God 
saved Israel in dramatic fashion. God gave them a new beginning. God gave them freedom from 
their worst and definition for the best. God provided miraculously and abundantly. You can almost 
hear the sighs of satisfaction filling the air. But it didn’t last. It never does in this life. 
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Israel left Elim and set out into the desert. At about the one-month anniversary of their Exodus from 
Egypt, the honeymoon-phase came to an end. Crisis number one between God and His people. They 
had no food. They were starving. So, they stopped. Stop number three was not on the itinerary. If 
you have traveled with a family, you know how this goes. Stop number three happened right there 
in the middle of the wilderness. They were done walking and “the whole congregation of the people 
of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness and the people of Israel said to them, 
‘Would that we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the meat pots 
and ate bread to the full, for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly 
with hunger’” (Exodus 16.2–3). Sighs of frustration so heavy, slavery sounded better. But God heard 
and responded. He sent manna, bread from heaven, and continued to feed them that way for forty 
years. God turned Israel’s sighs of frustration into sighs of satisfaction, at least for a while.  
 
Then came stop number four. Crisis number two. Exodus 17. Israel came to Rephidim. Now, they 
had food, but they had no water. That’s a bigger problem. This was no longer discomfort. This was 
survival. This was panic. This was fear that family members might not make it. So, the people don’t 
just complain to Moses. They quarrel with him: “Give us water to drink. . . . Why did you bring us up 
out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst” (Exodus 17.1–3). 
 
It might be easy to look down on the people of Israel. They’re so crabby all the time. The Scriptures 
say their foreheads were hard like bronze and their necks were stiff like iron (Isaiah 48.4). Irritable.  
Inflexible. Immovable. Unsatisfiable. But can you blame them? Would we be any different?  
 
It might be easy to look down on people with bad attitudes in our lives, especially when they hurt 
us. But there’s always some hurt they’ve taken behind the hurt they give. Hurt people hurt people. 
That doesn’t excuse it, but it should make us pause and respond with patience and grace.  
 
Because you know the feeling of being hit with an unexpected problem. You know the frustration of 
dealing with something God sends but does not explain. Beyond the fear and the pain, there is a real 
spiritual struggle with God. What is He doing? What does He want from me? If He is the source of all 
good things, why doesn’t He provide good things in more abundance? So, we sigh out of frustration.   
 
There was a time Jesus sighed out of frustration. The Pharisees tested Him. It runs in the family. 
They wanted a sign from heaven. “Prove yourself.” Jesus “sighed deeply in his spirit.” His answer was 
“no.” He had come to serve sinners with His life not to display His power on their terms. “Truly, I say 
to you, no sign will be given to this generation” (Mark 8.12). Immediately after that, Jesus got into a 
boat with His disciples, and they started talking about the fact that they had no bread. The text 
doesn’t say Jesus sighed again, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if He did. Some demand a sign 
they won’t see. Others have seen two, powerful signs of Jesus feeding bread to thousands of people, 
but they still don’t see Jesus as the source of life. Do we see Him that way?  
 
Out in the desert, where there was nothing else to see and nowhere else to turn, God gave His 
people the chance to clearly see that He alone is the source of their life. “Behold, I will stand before 
you there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the 
people will drink” (17.6). And it happened just as God said. They had wondered, “Is the Lord among 
us or not?” The answer was “yes.” The Lord was with His people. 
 
We know God is the source of our life. But God teaches us that by experience. We hear ourselves 
sighing out of frustration. How do we respond to being hit unexpectedly with something God does 
not explain? We complain to anyone who will listen. We find something to alleviate the pressure or 
the pain. We distract ourselves in someone else’s story so we can forget our own.  
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If we respond like that, we miss the chance God gives to grow in our faith. God proved His presence 
and provision with His people so that they would put their trust in Him. He was building a 
relationship with them and He was patient about it. He moved them from sighs of frustration to 
sighs of satisfaction so that the process, the waiting, the longing, would set their hearts on Him. God 
is doing the same with you. God desires to satisfy the deepest desires of your heart; the desire for 
life to be different, for life to be better, for life to be right, for people to be right, for the world to be 
right, for your own heart to be right.  
 
That is why God became one of us. He came to satisfy the deepest longings of our hearts. But He 
does not just say that. He shows us vividly and passionately. We struggle with unexpected suffering, 
but it was not unexpected when Jesus got hit with His. On the cross, His sighs came not out of 
frustration but out of love. He longs to satisfy you with His salvation. “. . . As blood streams from 
each pore. Through grief beyond all knowing From His great heart came flowing Sighs welling from 
its deepest core” (Paul Gerhard, LSB 453.2). He gave His back to those who strike (Isaiah 50.6). We 
esteemed Him stricken (Isaiah 53.4). “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his 
mouth” (Isaiah 53.7). He didn’t grumble or complain. Then, “one of the soldiers pierced his side with a 
spear, and at once there came out blood and water” (John 19.34). The Rock is Christ (1 Corinthians 
10.4). So, “he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him” (Hebrews 5.9). “Oh come, 
let us sing to the LORD; let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation” (Psalm 95.1). “Then, for 
all that wrought my pardon, For Thy sorrows deep and sore, For Thine anguish in the Garden, I will 
thank Thee evermore, Thank Thee for Thy groaning, sighing, For Thy bleeding and Thy dying, For 
that last triumphant cry, And shall praise Thee, Lord, on high” (Ernst Homburg, LSB 420.7).  
 
We are blessed to know, see, and experience the truth that Jesus and Jesus alone is the source of our 
lives. We are blessed to live life in the desert with nowhere else to turn but our Rock. “Drawn to the 
cross, which Thou hast blessed With healing gifts for souls distressed, To find in Thee my life, my 
rest, Christ crucified, I come” (Genevieve Irons, LSB 560.1). But we don’t have to travel back in time 
and across the ocean to get back to the cross. Jesus Himself is present with us today, bringing His 
healing gifts with Him. He is our bread of life, the manna God sends from heaven. He satisfies our 
hunger and sustains us at His table with His own body. He is also living water welling up to eternal 
life. He invites us, thirsty people who have found everything else unsatisfying, to come to Him and 
drink. He is the Rock Who was hit for us. He is the Lamb Who was sacrificed on our behalf. He is the 
Well from Whom all our deepest desires are satisfied.  
 
You know, there’s just one thing that gets me about Exodus 17. God gave His people water from the 
rock, but the water was not an end. The water was a means. The water was for the purpose of 
strengthening His people for the road ahead.  
 
That’s us today, too. Like the Israelites, we’re still making our way through the desert. We should 
expect the unexpected. There will be further sighs of frustration. But the Lord hears them. More 
than that, He knows them in His own experience as a man. More than that, He is with us in them by 
His Word and Spirit. More than that, the Holy Spirit has poured Himself into your heart. More than 
that, He promises to satisfy you with His salvation. More than anything, God desires you and He 
desires you to desire Him. He knows that He alone can satisfy. Isaiah prophecies your future when 
He says, “the ransomed of the LORD shall return and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be 
upon their heads; they shall obtain gladness and joy, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away” (Isaiah 
35.10; 51.11). Lord, turn our many sighs of frustration into eternal sighs of satisfaction.  
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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Give Up Your Best 
Sermon on John 3.1–17 for Lent 2A on March 5, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
It is the season of Lent. What does this mean, again? “Lent” parallels “spring,” as in the season when 
the angle of the sun rises higher, the days get longer, and new life starts to spring from the earth. 
There is already evidence of that in our flowerbed. How about yours? In spring, we get to watch God 
bring about a real change in the way things are in the world. In Lent, we get to watch God bring 
about a real change in the way things are in us. In both cases, God brings about new life. But before 
springtime comes winter and before new life comes death. 
 
Last week, God took aim at the worst part of us. “Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, 
whose sin is covered. Blessed is the man against whom the LORD counts no iniquity.” We heard Paul 
quote those words today in the Epistle Lesson from Romans chapter four. But in order to arrive at 
that blessed place, we have to do our best to admit our worst. “I acknowledged my sin to you, and I 
did not cover my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,’ and [then] you forgave 
the iniquity of my sin” (Psalm 32.5). So, from the perspective of last Sunday, the real change God is 
bringing about in us is evident when we die to sin and live to righteousness (1 Peter 2.24). 
 
So, how did that go this past week? Did you die to sin? Maybe that didn’t go so well. Maybe, contrary 
to God’s will and against all your best intentions, your worst still came out and you still somehow 
found a way to let sin reign in your mortal body (Romans 6.12). If that is the case, then hear the 
good news that “God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the 
world might be saved through him” (John 3.17). God sends the Spirit of His Son to you today through 
Word and Meal in order that you might be saved all over again. God saves you from your worst.  
 
But maybe you did pretty well this past week. Maybe you saw evidence of God’s promise to work 
real change in your life. Maybe your best came out this week, especially compared to what you saw 
come out of everyone else. If that is the case, then hear the warning of Jesus: “Truly, truly, I say to 
you, unless one is born again [born from above] he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3.5).  In 
other words, from the perspective of this Sunday, the real change God is bringing about in us not 
just when we die to sin and live to righteousness, but when we die even to our own righteousness. 
 
As hard as it is to admit our worst, it is probably even harder to admit that we let our best become 
our worst when we replace God’s righteousness with our own. God takes aim at the way our hearts 
find identity, security, and meaning not in what God says about us, not in what God has done for us, 
not in what God promises to do for us, but in what we have done for ourselves. It is one thing to die 
to the sin we love, but it is another to die to what our hearts trust. It is one thing to be afraid of 
having our worst exposed, but it is another thing to be afraid of losing our best.  
 
When Nicodemus approached Jesus at night, he was not ready to give up his best. He was keeping 
the appearance of righteousness in the eyes of the world, especially his fellow Pharisees. He had 
done too much to throw it all away. He had avoided sin for too long. He had sacrificed too much. He 
had done too many good things to just throw away his reputation in a single moment by being seen 
in public chatting it up with this Jesus character who ignores the best people and spends His time 
with the worst.  So, Nicodemus approached Jesus at night. He was not ready to give up his best.  
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That is why Jesus aims directly at it. “Truly, truly [really, seriously], I say to you, unless one is born 
again [born from above] he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3.5). In other words, “Nicodemus, 
God aims to bring about a real change in you. But it involves a new beginning. Being born again, this 
time in relation to God, means dying to your very best and giving up everything you think you’ve 
accomplished. Being born from above means starting over and living only on the basis of what God 
says and does for you. Only God can provide the identity, security, and meaning you crave.”  
 
During the fall semester of 2003, just under twenty years ago, I studied abroad at Westfield House 
in Cambridge, England. At the beginning of the semester, my parents came over with me to get me 
settled and the three of us did some traveling around England. At the end of the semester, though, I 
traveled alone to Austria and Slovakia, where our family has some roots. Near the middle of that 
trip, though, after seeing wonderful things in Salzburg and Vienna, I was looking at all these 
beautiful pictures on my digital camera. Somehow, I accidently began to reformat the memory card. 
Half my pictures were deleted. I would have been even more frustrated if I had lost them all. But 
that’s nothing compared to what Jesus is talking about. God aims not just to delete your worst but 
your best, not just from one trip or your best time in life, but from your whole life.  
 
To illustrate all of this to Nicodemus, Jesus takes him to Numbers chapter twenty-one. God had 
rescued His people from slavery in Egypt. He had given them a new beginning. But God’s people 
complained that God was not doing a good enough job at being God. So, woke His people up by 
sending poisonous snakes. But God provided rescue through a bronze serpent. Moses lifted it up, 
people looked at it with their eyes and believed God in their heart, and God healed them. From that 
moment on, those good old days in Egypt were gone. God called His people to live by faith in Him. 
 
That narrative about snakes in Numbers twenty-one relates back to a much earlier snake in Genesis 
three, which we heard last Sunday. There, the snake bit into the souls of Eve and Adam and 
poisoned the way they heard the Word of their Creator. His temptation wasn’t really about the fruit. 
It was about being like God. From that moment, every human heart has been poisoned by pride, by 
the desire to be something, to be the best, to be like God. This poison is in us, too. We take God’s call 
to die to sin and live to righteousness, and we actually start believing that we are good and 
righteous because of what we have said and done or because of what we have not said or not done.  
 
You know that salvation comes to sinners not by works but by faith. You know that we are justified 
before God by grace through faith on account of Jesus Christ. Most of you have known that from 
childhood. But, still, our sinful hearts find it hard to live by faith. It is hard to be born again, born 
from above. It is hard to look away from your very best and look only to Jesus. It is hard to be like 
Abraham and follow God’s call to pick and move to a new land God will show you. But this is what 
your God is calling you to do again today. Die to your worst, die even to your best, and live to God.  
 
Our only cure for that snake bite that has poisoned our pride, our only protection against the wrath 
of God, our only reconciliation for our ruined relationship with God, is God Himself. “I am . . . the 
life,” Jesus said (John 14.6). That is, He is your life. He puts His own life into you. That’s how much 
He loves you. Your blood is tainted, but His is pure. So, Jesus is lifted up. He gives His life. His 
lifeblood flows. He puts His life into you He does that again today. And now you glorify Him as your 
Savior. You remember that He has caused you to be born again, from above, to live by faith in Him.  
 
Lent is usually a time for giving something up. We usually think about giving up our worst. What 
about giving up your best? Let God define you again today and everyday by what He says and does.  
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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New Life Hidden with Christ 
Sermon on Psalm 32.1–7 for Lent 1A on February 26, 2023 

Rev. Jonathan W. Rusnak for Pilgrim Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wauwatosa, Wisconsin 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
It is the season of Lent. What does this mean? “Lent” is from an Old English word for “spring,” as in 
the season when the angle of the sun is higher, the days are longer, and new life starts to spring 
from the earth. At springtime, God brings about a real change in the way things are in the world. In 
Lent, God brings about a real change in the way things are in us. In both cases, He brings about new 
life. But before springtime comes winter. Before new life comes death. So, St. Paul says to all people 
baptized into Christ, “you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Colossians 3.3).  
 
Today, Psalm 32 teaches us how this happens; how God changes the way things are in us; how God 
puts us to death but gives us new life hidden with Christ. Psalm 32 is the second of seven penitential 
psalms, but instead of working as a prayer for forgiveness, Psalm 32 really works as a universal 
pattern for sinners’ repentance before God. It teaches us how God brings about a change in us. St. 
Augustine had Psalm 32 inscribed on the wall next to his bed before he died. He said, “the beginning 
of knowledge is to know oneself to be a sinner.” Death comes before new life. So, here’s Psalm 32:  
 
“Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. Blessed is the man against 
whom the LORD counts no iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit” (32.1–2). 
 
To a post-Christian world, the word “sin” is old fashioned, outdated, and judgmental. To our culture, 
sin is a religious construct, a make-believe fairytale, an oppression. And why would people living 
outside of the world of the Bible see it any other way? But the world of the Bible is the real world 
and Genesis three is no myth or fairytale. Human attitudes and activities have broken our 
relationship with our Creator. Sin is a relational word that refers, first and foremost, to our 
relationship with God. God defines sin. God hates sin. Sin ruins and kills God’s creation.  
 
The first two verses of Psalm 32 have three words for sin.  
 
First, “transgression.” Transgression happens in relation to God. Transgression is willful 
disobedience. You saw the sign that said, “No trespassing,” but you just kept walking. Transgression 
is rebellion against God on purpose. Alexander Maclaren said, “You have not got to the bottom of 
the [problem] until you see that [sin] is a flat rebellion against God himself.” That’s transgression. 
 
Second, “sin.” Sin happens in relation to God’s Law. The Law is the target and sin misses the mark. 
The Law is the bar and sin falls short. The Law is the standard and sin does not conform. You think 
some people have high expectations? Read the Sermon on the Mount. God’s commandments cut 
past our façade, past our actions, and into our hearts. That’s sin. 
 
Third, “iniquity.” Iniquity happens in relation to ourselves. Iniquity is corrupt, twisted, and crooked. 
Iniquity replaces God’s standards with our own attainable standards. Iniquity is the conviction that 
“I’m not that bad,” especially compared to some. Iniquity is self-satisfaction that shifts the blame to 
everyone and everything else in the world. Iniquity is blind to the possibility that the problem is me.  
 
But for all the focus on the reality of our sin in all its multivalent glory, the Psalm is about change. 
Yes, there are three words for sin. But there are also three ways God deals with our sin.  
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First, God forgives transgression. We might think of the image of God washing away our dirt. But 
the image, here, has to do with God lifting a burden off of us. We’re carrying a massive weight on 
our shoulders, but God takes it from us and puts it on Himself. Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world by putting it on Himself and carrying it to the cross.  
 
Second, God covers sin. In Genesis three, God covered Adam and Eve with the animal skins. In the 
genesis of our Christian lives, God covered us with baptismal water where He clothed us in Christ. 
Every attempt we make to cover up our own sin will fail. God exposes it all. But He does not do that 
to shame us. He uncovers us from our own coverings so He can cover us fully in Christ.  
 
Third, God does not count our iniquity against us. St. Paul, Romans chapter five: “Therefore, as one 
trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for 
all men. For as by the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's 
obedience the many will be made righteous” (5.18–19). God does not count us as sinners but sinners 
forgiven by Christ and make righteous on account of Him.  
 
Psalm 32 sums all of this up in the little word, “blessed.” “Blessed is the one” for whom God has 
acted. Blessed is the one in whom God has made a change. Blessed are you because God has shown 
you your sin in order to put it to death and bring about the new life of Christ in you.  
 
“For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night 
your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer” (32.3–4). 
 
This is the other side of things. Sin separates us from God as the source of life. People who are 
separated from God begin to die. There is no more access to the tree or to the lush garden. Instead, 
humanity lives life out in the desert, in the wilderness. You do not need to live in the world of the 
Bible to experience the results of sin. It is universal. It is imbedded in humanity. It’s the reason fight. 
It’s the reason we have no peace. It’s the reason we get sick. It’s the reason we die.  
 
But Psalm 32 points out that it is not just the way things are. It is not just life in the world. We 
should not simply say, “It is what it is.” That might be true in the sense that we cannot do anything 
about it, but Psalm 32 wants us to see that it is God’s heavy hand behind it all. God is driving us to 
confess our sin. He is pushing me to confess that the problem is me. This is the LORD God walking 
around in our lives and calling us back to Himself.  
 
But we hide like Adam and Eve. We don’t make a sound. Our pride is too stubborn. Our souls are too 
afraid. We’re simply way too concerned about our own selves. Worst of all, our hiding, our silence, 
and our refuse to confess sin is a rejection of God’s call and a rejection of God’s grace. Why would 
we rather continue to hide behind our own fig leaves than be covered by God in Christ?  
 
“I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions 
to the LORD,’ and you forgave the iniquity of my sin” (32.5).  
 
This, of course, is the big turn, the big change in the psalm. The issue is sin. The psalm teaches us to 
acknowledge, uncover, and confess it, not in general, but to the LORD. When we do, He forgives. “If 
we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is 
faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1.8–9). With 
this, Psalm 32 teaches us a daily disciple that will be with us until we die. It should never become 
rote or mindless as it sometimes does. Instead, our whole life should be a life of repentance, a life of 
letting God make this change in us from death to new life.  
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“Therefore let everyone who is godly offer prayer to you at a time when you may be found; surely in 
the rush of great waters, they shall not reach him. You are a hiding place for me; you preserve me from 
trouble; you surround me with shouts of deliverance” (32.6–7). 
 
After Adam and Eve sinned, the hid. They used fig leaves to hide their nakedness from each other 
and all creation. They used the leafy trees of the Garden to hide themselves from God. “But the LORD 
God called” (Genesis 3.9). He was not done with them even though their disobedience meant that 
they were ready to be done with God. There were leaves on the trees at the time, but winter was 
coming when there would be nowhere to hide.  
 
In the world of the Bible, there is nowhere else for sinners to hide from God than under the tree of 
the cross. Adam and Eve failed in the Garden so God sent them out into the wilderness. But then, 
much later, the Spirit drove Jesus out into that wilderness where He was faithful and did not fail so 
that He could be our hiding place and so that He could lead us back from death to life and from the 
wilderness to the eternal Garden.  
 
“If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the 
right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you 
have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life appears, then you 
also will appear with him in glory” (Colossians 3.1–4). 
 
In other words, do not abuse Jesus as your hiding place. God does accept you as we are. But God 
does not leave you as you are. God changes you and all of us by His Word and Spirit. He conforms us 
to Christ. We are uncovered and exposed in our sin in order to be covered by Him but also in order 
to be changed by Him, like winter into spring. With Him, we do not only have a place to hide, as if 
sin could continue in secret. With Him, we have a place to die and rise to new life.  
 
Today, Psalm 32 teaches us how this happens; how God changes the way things are in us; how God 
puts us to death but gives us new life hidden with Christ. God changes us by working in us 
repentance and faith, by speaking His life-giving Word of forgiveness into our lives. It is the Word of 
the risen Lord Jesus Christ. He went into the desert for us and was faithful for us there not to show 
us the way it is done but to do it all for us. “Rock of Ages, cleft for me, Let me hide myself in thee.” 
 
In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


