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A number of years ago one of the congregations I was serving sent a group of teens to participate 

in an annual event held at this time of the year.  It was called not the Super Bowl, but the Bible 

Bowl. Hailing from a small Appalachian town in former coal country, the team I accompanied 

should have had no chance. They were competing against much larger teams from much larger 

congregations and much larger places, like Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  It should have been like 

the Minnesota Vikings against the Green Bay Packers.  Should have been like the Chicago Bears 

against the Green Bay Packers.  Should have been like the Detroit Lions against the Green Bay 

Packers. It should have been certain defeat, but somehow, it turned out to be more David versus 

Goliath.   

These six kids, the smallest team in the competition, managed to win. The coup de grace came 

when they were able to list in order all the names on the family tree that begins this year’s featured 

Gospel, the Gospel of Matthew.  These other teams, the larger ones, didn’t have Davy Bach, now 

David Bach, an architect.  David had memorized all forty-two names that Matthew uses to trace 

Jesus’ human lineage all the way back to Abraham himself.  And I’m here to tell you it’s no small 

thing that Matthew begins his Gospel with this family tree that starts with Abraham and ends with 

Jesus.  The point of the family tree is, that the only family of God Matthew knows is a family that 

exists by grace alone.  A family that understands it’s life in the family of God to be a gift, not a 

reward.   

Just think about old Abraham.  Genesis Chapter 12 comes along and we know nothing about the 

guy, God shows up and says, voila!  Abe, I’m going to bless the entire world through you and your 

descendants.  We are not told why this happened, we are not told anything that Abraham has 

done and that’s precisely the point.  Abraham’s relationship with God, Abraham’s part in God’s 

plan, is a – say it with me – gift, not a reward.  And this becomes all the clearer when Abe and his 

wife Sarah can’t have a baby on their own.   Human effort cannot continue what the grace of God 

has begun.  Only the grace of God can continue it in the form of a miracle baby named Isaac.   

Life in the family of God, life at American Lutheran Church, is not a reward, but a gift. And what 

about Jesus Christ? He’s the last name on the family tree.  Just after finishing his family tree 

Matthew wastes no time at all in telling us that Jesus shall be named Jesus, because Jesus shall 

save his people from their sins. Does it sound like this family of God Matthew knows has any 

reason to demand anything from God?  Not. If all that’s behind you is a trail of sins, you had best 

not say to the Almighty, you owe me anything.  Those would be fighting words. If you got a trailway 

of sin behind you, the only thing you can do is keep receiving the gifts God keeps on giving.  In 

this case, the gift of being washed clean in the blood of the Lamb, Jesus Christ.   
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The beginning of the family tree, the end of the family tree, same message, life in this family is by 

grace alone.  Life in this family is – say it with me – a gift.  I mention this to you because we need 

to remember it very much today.  

Jesus rattles off a whole bunch of dos and don’ts this morning. And when we super achievers 

hear the dos and don’ts, we automatically say to ourselves, “Aha, he’s giving us the operator’s 

manual that will get us to heaven all by ourselves.”  If we don’t remember that life in the family of 

God is a gift, not a reward, it won’t be very long before we say to ourselves, “Aha, I haven’t been 

divorced, I’m more likely to go to heaven than somebody else.  Aha, I’ve never been sued! I’m 

more likely to go to heaven than somebody else.  Aha, I’ve always done business by handshake, 

I’m more likely to go to heaven than somebody else.”  Aha, aha, and those ahas work if life in the 

family of God is a reward, but it’s not a reward, it is a gift.  

Hear me please, for Matthew, life is not the opportunity to check off a bunch of ifs that get us to 

some desired then.  That’s not how it works for Matthew. For Matthew, life is the opportunity to 

say thank you to God, again and again and again, for the gift of free life, for the gift of a free 

relationship with Him, for the gift of a place in His plan.   

That puts a very different spin on all these dos and don’ts we hear this morning.  The point of the 

dos and the don’ts isn’t to give us an operator’s manual on how we can get to heaven all by our 

lonesome.  The point of the dos and the don’ts is not to give us license to say, “Aha I’m better 

than that other person.” The point of the dos and the don’ts is to give us a master class on how 

we can use our lives to say to God, “Thank you.”  To hearken back to what we heard Jesus say 

last week, what Jesus does this week is give us a manifesto on how we can be the salt and light 

of the world, so that we do indeed let our light so shine before others that they might see our good 

works and glorify our Father in heaven.  Let me tell you this is a manifesto, a master class on 

which we want to let no dust gather.  

If the parking lot isn’t as full as you would like it to be, if the sanctuary isn’t as full as you would 

like it to be, if the choir loft isn’t as full as you would like it to be – although there aren’t many extra 

chairs up there this morning – it may be that you are suffering through the effects of a worldwide 

pandemic, it may be the society around you is changing.  But this is also true; if there are troubles 

at church, nine times out of ten, you’ve strayed from how Jesus calls us to do business.  Want to 

be the light of world?  Want to be salt of the earth? Listen to one person alone, and his name is 

Jesus.   

That’s as true as true can be. But these dos and don’ts, truth and nothing but the truth, but they 

are also TNT in the sense that they are explosive.  We want to be careful about how we apply 

them to individual lives and individual circumstances.  If we apply them incorrectly it’s going to be 

TNT, you are going to have a big old BOOM!  And we don’t want that.  

I think for instance of a lovely lady I once knew named Eleanor.  Eleanor was a double dipper, in 

the sense that she went to one church, one that was not mine on Saturday nights, and then to the 

church I was serving on Sundays.  Do you know why she double dipped? Because the church 

she went to on Saturday wouldn’t give her communion  because she was divorced.  Travesty 

does not make Jesus smile at all, and things got even worse when Eleanor’s son, who lived in 

Alaska died suddenly. He was found in the wilderness on some trail dead.  I went to the funeral, 

and there was someone standing at the door with a tube full of wafers.  She checked everybody’s 
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credentials, and only the people who passed got a wafer.  I didn’t pass. It didn’t bother me too 

much, but I’ll tell you what bothered the living daylights out of me was that again, Eleanor didn’t 

pass on the day of her son’s funeral!  She was refused the comforting presence of Jesus in the 

sacrament of communion!  Is that right?  Or is that wrong?  Say it with me, it is wrong.  Jesus tells 

the truth today, no doubt about it, but we want to be careful about how we deploy this truth.   

Martin Luther could be a fiery guy, and Luther used to say, “There’s a time for grace, and there’s 

a time for critique and challenge.  There’s a time for law, there’s a time for Gospel, and you had 

best know the difference.”  When you are divorced, you already wear a scarlet letter for the rest 

of your life.  And folks, who do you think usually embroiders that scarlet letter? The person who’s 

been divorced – it’s a cause of lifelong shame.  The last thing in the world you need when you 

wear a scarlet letter already is to come to church and have the church put another scarlet letter 

on you too.  Right?  When you are living through a strained relationship, maybe with a good friend, 

maybe with an employer, maybe with a son, a daughter, or a spouse, do you need to come to 

church and hear the church say to you, “You need to do better!  You should have done better; 

you could have done better!”  I don’t think so.  

When you are burying a child, one of the worst things you can experience in life, do you need the 

church to rub your nose in a former sin?  Absolutely not.  Do you hear me?  There’s a time for 

critique and challenge, there’s a time for comfort.  There’s a time for law, there’s a time for Gospel, 

and if we are going to be a successful church, we’d better know the difference.   

Jesus tells the truth and nothing but the truth today, but it needs to be deployed with grace and 

sensitivity.  And that goes for congregations as much as it does for individuals.  Today there’s a 

congregation out there in God’s world that needs nothing but the balm from Gilead. Maybe a lot 

of congregations that need nothing but the balm from Gilead.  Then there are congregations out 

there that need a preacher who is ready to employ their right foot and give that congregation a 

big kick.  My problem is I don’t know what time it is at American Lutheran Church.  I don’t know 

whether you need balm, or whether you need a super-sized kick, so I’m going to plead the Fifth 

today.  I am not going to know whether you need balm or challenge for a good while, but as I’m 

figuring that out, I will tell you truth. I will tell you how we apply what Jesus has to say, and how it 

might be applicable to our life as church.   

So here goes, if you want my synthesis of all the dos and don’ts we get today here it is: If you 

can’t take care of your own, if you can’t take care of your own family.  If you can’t take care of 

those who are already members of American Lutheran Church, why in the world would you expect 

a newcomer or a stranger to think you could take care of them?  Is that a fast ball?  Jesus throws 

it right down the pike today, 100 miles an hour.  If you can’t take care of your own, if you can’t 

take care of your own family, if you can’t take care of those who are already members of American 

Lutheran Church, why would you expect anyone with a brain to think you could take care of them?   

Every weekend and Wednesdays, newcomers and old hands gather, and I can tell you this 

already, the newcomers are going to be looking at how we treat one another.  It was my week this 

past week, I got messages from the general public, from newcomers, and they kind of cancelled 

each other out.  Is the glass half empty, is the glass half full? Again, I'm a newbie and I don’t know 

but I’ll tell you what I heard.  Earlier in the week I got an email; someone was a newcomer and 

very, very complimentary.  At the 10:30 service we had a health incident.  We stopped everything 
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and cared for our sister in Christ who was here with us that morning.  Can you say Alleluia!   But 

then, on Wednesday night I sat at a table with 8 people, 6 of them newcomers, and towards the 

end of the dinner one of the newcomers gave me a little jab to the ribs.  “You are the new preacher 

here, let me tell you something.  I saw one of your people here in the dining area, they had one 

of your tags on, and they were confused.  They looked lost, they looked lonely, they looked 

disoriented.  Not a single one of you helped them.  And then when they did find a table, not a 

single person at the table spoke to them.”   

I don’t know whether the lady is telling the truth, or just trying to give me a “ooh,” but it illustrates 

the point. When we open the doors to the general public, they will be watching how we treat one 

another.  They will be trying to determine whether we practice what Jesus preaches or not, and 

my hope is that when we are surveyed by the general public, more often than not, they will 

conclude that we treat one another like gold, so that they might be inspired to think we will treat 

them like gold too.    

Amen.  

 


