Grace Evangelical Lutheran Church, Tulsa, OK

Sermon for Nov 8, 2009 – in Observance of LWML Sunday
Isa 52:7-10           Ac 16:13-15        Mk 15:16-20
“I Lift My Eyes to the Hills – God Reigns”
Rev. Christian C. Tiews, Associate Pastor
Grace to you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Our sermon this morning focuses on two passages:

“I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my help come” (Ps 121:1)…  And…
“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news, who publishes peace, who brings good news of happiness, who publishes salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns’” (Isa 52:7).
Led by the Apostle Paul and most likely including the apostles Luke and Timothy, a small band of believers arrives in the Greek town of Philippi.

They decide to remain in this Roman garrison for several days.

Surrounded by the hills of northeastern Greece, Philippi in the late 50s AD is home to a large number of retired Roman military—and thus a center of pagan worship.

Because of all the pagan temples in town, the little group decides not to worship inside the city walls on the Lord’s Day.
Instead, they chose a spot away from the temples—outside the east gate, by the river.
Joining them for worship that morning are a number of Greek women--among them a certain Lydia who has even brought her entire household along to church that morning.
Lydia’s vocation is quite prestigious. She sells purple fabric.
In ancient times—in fact, even up to the Reformation era some fifteen hundred years later—purple dye was a very special and expensive product because it was extracted from a rare marine mollusk called the murex. 

For this reason, only royalty or the very rich could afford to purchase purple cloth.
So what is this seller of purple goods doing at that worship service? 

What is her spiritual status?
Scripture tells us she is a “worshiper of God.” 

This means that at this point she is probably a convert to Judaism, but as such does not yet understand the identity of the Messiah.
In this sense, Lydia is most likely in the same spiritual state as the Ethiopian eunuch, on his way to worship in Jerusalem in Acts chapter 8. 
Both of them still need a special messenger to fine-tune their understanding of who God really is.

They need someone to reveal to them the identity of the long-awaited Messiah of the Jews, whom both Lydia and the eunuch have been worshipping for a long time.
“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news, who publishes peace, who brings good news of happiness, who publishes salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.’”

That morning on the river bank outside the town of Philippi, surrounded by God’s creation of majestic hills, God is about to send Lydia that messenger.

This is the Apostle Paul, a man ordained by God to help Lydia connect the dots regarding the Messiah.
As such, the Apostle Paul brings good news, publishes peace, brings good news of happiness, publish salvations, and proclaims, “Your God reigns.”

Sitting by the flowing water, Lydia probably looks up to the heavens as she reflects on Paul’s words.

Gazing upward, she most likely also scans the majestic hills in the distance, symbols of God’s creation, command, and power.
Through St. Paul, the Holy Spirit reveals to Lydia that the God who reigns, the Messiah—the forgiver of all sins and the Victor over death—is none other than Jesus of Nazareth.

This was the God-man who had been crucified and then rose from the dead in distant Jerusalem some twenty years earlier.
Lydia receives this gift of the Word—and then immediately the gift of the Sacrament.
And just like the Ethiopian eunuch had been baptized after hearing the Word from the Philip the Evangelist, Lydia and even her entire household are baptized with Living Water.
The Lord opens her heart to the message of the Gospel.

And filled with joy, Lydia responds by opening her home to those who have brought her the sacred gifts of Word and Sacrament.

To those who have brought the Good News, Lydia gives of herself.
***
Although she didn’t realize it at the time, this good woman would have made a good LWML member…
Because Lydia did exactly what the ladies of Lutheran Women in Mission have been doing for sixty-seven years—that is, giving of themselves to help advance the Gospel, to support those who bring the news of happiness, and who say to Zion, “Your God reigns.”
Not to mention, that morning at church, Lydia was most likely wearing purple to indicate her vocation…
***

Today we are observing LWML Sunday, the day on which we salute the Lutheran Women’s Missionary League—also known as Lutheran Women in Mission.

Founded in 1942 to support missionary work through the collection of “mites,” that is, through the spare change in our pockets, the roots of the LWML actually go back to the very first years of our Synod in the mid-1800s.
Even as far back as the days of C.F.W. Walther, these loving Lutheran women were mending clothes for seminarians, equipping hospitals, establishing schools, retirement homes, orphanages and residences for people with disabilities.

They were collecting clothing, furniture and food for the poor, and funding mission work at home and abroad. 

With the same Gospel-driven mindset as Lydia in the Book of Acts, the Lutheran Women's Missionary League helps women of the LWML to affirm their relationship with the Triune God.

The LWML helps women use their gifts to facilitate the spread of the Gospel around the world.
This past summer, the LWML held its 2009 biennial meeting in Portland, Oregon. 
The theme and logo of this conference—and for the entire biennial period until 2011—is “Look to the Hills…God Reigns!” which you can find on the front page of your bulletin.

The funds raised by the LWML’s 250,000 members nationwide over the next two years will be used to provide emergency disaster aid in Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana; 
…build chapels and provide missionary training in Tanzania, Africa…

…provide body and soul care for children in India and in other Third World countries…

…relocate the Food Bank at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri…

…digitize classes at Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, Indiana…and the list goes on and on.
In fact, even the Tiews family has been beneficiaries of the LWML…
Because throughout our entire seminary years we received financial help from the loving women of a small LWML chapter along the Texas Gulf Coast.

***

Why do the women of LWML do what they do?

Why did the LWML select this verse from Ps 121 for its biennial?
“I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my help come? My help comes from the LORD, who made heaven and earth.”

What help is this verse talking about? And why do we need help anyway?
The Solid Declaration of the Formula of Concord, a document to which all Lutherans subscribe, states, 
“Christians should regard and recognize the actual transgression of God’s commandments as sin. 

This is what we know as Actual Sin, such as when you and I make cutting remarks, lose our temper, are envious of other people, and the like.
But, digging deeper, sin is also that horrible, dreadful hereditary sickness by which the entire human nature is corrupted…
In fact, even if a person would not think, speak, or do anything evil (which, however, is impossible in this life, since the fall of our first parents, that is, Adam and Eve), our nature and person are nevertheless sinful.”
As tough as this may be to understand in our politically correct era, even if we are physically capable of doing nothing—whether as embryos in the womb or hooked up to a respirator—we are sinful.
Likewise, in an unbaptized or unconverted state, we humans are unable to turn to God…
This is the price we pay for being tainted with Original Sin.

So in other words, we are by nature the children of wrath, death, and damnation—deserving of death.

As such, we need help—desperately.
But God does not leave us hanging in this mess… This is not the end of the story… 
Because God reigns, He has the Good News of salvation for each and every one of us!
***

That day, as Lydia looked to the hills surrounding the town of Philippi, the Apostle Paul proclaimed to her the Good News.

Paul proclaimed to her and to the little flock of believers sitting by the river bank that “Christ has paid for and made satisfaction for all sins.”
Christ has gained and acquired for each individual—for Lydia, for you, and for me—without any of our own merit—forgiveness of sins, righteousness that avails before God, and eternal life.”
 

“The LORD has bared his holy arm before the eyes of all the nations, and all the ends of the earth shall see the salvation of our God.”

How did our Lord do this?
By allowing Himself to be clothed in a purple cloak—ironically a sign of true royalty that His tormentors had laid over His shoulders.

And they jammed a twisted crown of thorns on his head, as He endured their mocking cries of ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’

They struck Him on the head with a reed and spat on Him.
And after they had mocked him, they stripped him of that purple cloak—--and put his own clothes on him. 
And they led him out to crucify him
 on the Hill of Calvary.
There He died a shameful death, paying the price for your sins and mine—for us all.

For Lydia, for the ladies of the LWML, for you and me, for all people…

But that is still not the end of the story:

Because on the third day Jesus Christ rose again from the dead, a historical fact attested to by various individuals, and on one occasion by more than five hundred people at one time.
And soon thereafter Jesus Christ ascended above the hills of Philippi… 

He ascended above the Hill of Calvary…
And so, as we lift our eyes to the hills, Jesus Christ is our help…

He is the One who reigns…
He reigns in our hearts, He reigns in Word and Sacrament—truly present even in the Eucharist of which we will partake in a moment.

And He also reigns at the right hand of the Father. 
From thence He will come to judge the living and the dead and reign forevermore.
So lift your voices. Together sing for joy.

For eye to eye we shall see the LORD return on the Last Day. 

Break forth together into singing, ladies of the LWML, people of Grace Evangelical Lutheran Church, Tulsa—brothers and sisters in the Lord…

For the LORD has comforted his people.

He has redeemed Jerusalem.

Therefore, in repentant joy we lift our eyes to the hills.

Because our Lord Jesus Christ reigns.

Amen.
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