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Nothing Good Dwells
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

The text is Matthew 10, verse 34. 
18 For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. (Rom 7:18 ESV)

In the Gospel reading from Matthew 11 Jesus is teaching the wonderful things of God and then thanks God the Father that He has hidden these things from the wise and understanding. Does that make any sense? Do we not find many passages from the Bible in which the wise are commended for knowing and understanding the will of God? For example, Proverbs 13:1 reads:
A wise son hears his father's instruction, but a scoffer does not listen to rebuke.
Then why do we have Jesus thanking His Father that the wonderful things of God were hidden from the wise and understanding? Again we have what some may contend is a valid contradiction of the Bible. But for weeks we have countered those conclusions by a variety of means. In this case, the problem is solved when one realizes that the word “wise” can be used in different contexts. 

The first meaning of wise does refer to those who have been given faith to understand the wonderful things of God and therefore when they are chastised by a father or by a government official or by the Church, they take such criticism to hearts, repent of it and are forgiven. But then there is another way in which the word “wise” refers to those who are unbelievers. That is found in Proverbs 3 verse 7:

Be not wise in your own eyes; fear the LORD, and turn away from evil.
This idea of being wise in your own eyes means that a person thinks that he is really intelligent and wise from his own point of view. That is referred to as the wisdom of the world. Hear from the first chapter of Corinthians:
Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?

 21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe.

 (1Co 1:20-21 ESV)
This passage underscores how impossible it is for a Christian to use human reason to convince someone of the truth of the Christian faith. The text is clear. God uses what is considered to be folly to save those who then believe that folly. Now instead of the word folly, some translations use the word foolishness reading: “God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.” What does that mean?
The message of Christianity is folly or foolishness to an unbeliever in the sense that it just doesn’t make sense. Someone spits at you and you give them a dollar bill. Isn’t that foolish? Yet is that not what Jesus does for you? You spit at Him daily by your sins of thought, word and deed and He forgives your sins by taking upon Himself the punishment that you deserve. 
There is so much that is foolish in the Bible. David is going to fight Goliath. Is it not reasonable that David wear heavy armor, carry a shield and a sword to defeat that giant of a man? No, instead God equips him with a sling and a few stones. As an aside David did NOT use a slingshot which is a fairly modern device with the use of rubber attached to a forked stick. He used instead a sling in which a stone was placed and then shot at the target. Regardless, David did not arm himself with heavy artillery because God was with him as he told Goliath.

Imagine you are God and your only begotten Son is being born into the world. Were not the Wise Men being rational to go to the royal palace in Jerusalem to seek out the Christ? No one would have ever guessed that the Messiah would be born in a cow shed. 

Of course the most irrational teaching of the Christian faith is that you are so sinful, that it took God Himself to pay for your sins. Very few Christians when asked if they are the greatest sinner in the world would say “Yes I am.” Even though they know something about themselves no one else knows except God, and that is their secret thoughts. We have often stated that many people are unbelievers not only because they don’t believe the Gospel promises from Jesus but because they don’t believe the teaching of the Law. Who among your unbelieving friends—and possibly even some of your believing friends—would agree with Paul in the epistle reading from Romans 7?
For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. (Rom 7:15 ESV)

For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. (Rom 7:18 ESV)
They will actually stand there and argue with you that there are many times that they do not do the thing they hate and also many times have the ability to carry out what they know to be right. What they don’t understand is that very attitude is one of sin itself. How so? Because they conclude that in doing outwardly a good work from the point of view of other human beings, they imagine that they are also doing a good work in God’s eyes and they boast about it.
Here again we find God appearing to be unreasonable in His view of good works. For Him a good work is not only something done outwardly but also done inwardly which means with proper motivation. From God’s point of view the unbeliever is ever able to be motivated properly out of love for Christ because he or she does not believe in Jesus Christ. Now God does reward good works done outwardly in the temporal realm without proper motivation such as stopping at a stop sign because you don’t want to get a ticket. That’s a good work but not a fruit of the Holy Spirit which only can be done by a believer. 

Thus when Paul says in verse 18 that in me nothing good dwells, we need to understand what he means by “in me.” He specifically mentions that he is speaking of in my flesh. Romans 8 makes a big difference between works done in the flesh, which means by means of our sinful old Adam and works done in the spirit, which means by means of the impulse of the Holy Spirit.
This is why it is so important to make sure our children are brought up learning the Christian faith as well summarized by the Lutheran Catechism. It is not that the Catechism is so good because it is better than the Bible; no, the Catechism is so good because it is an accurate summary of the tremendous teachings of the Bible. In fact, the purpose of going to a Lutheran seminary was to realize that the confessions of the Lutheran Church can be used in answering many questions that people have. 
In regard to other Christians who are not Lutheran it is not far fetched to say that they also would agree with over 80% of what is found in the Lutheran Confessions and because they are also Christian in trusting in Jesus for salvation, those areas of doctrine where there is disagreement would not mean that they are not saved. For example, it’s one thing to question whether someone is saved by inviting Christ into the heart which does not damn in and of itself. It is quite another thing to question whether someone is saved who denies the Jesus Christ is the God-man Who died for our sins and was raised for our justification.
That is why attendance at worship regularly is so critical not only to answer many of your own questions about the foolishness of the Christian faith but also to discuss with those who have disagreements with our teachings to show how they are in agreement with the Trinity’s holy teachings from Scripture. For in those teachings hearts are comforted indeed by the promises of God that are always kept regardless of the foolishness that is happening in our lives. And the greatest of these teachings is “Christ has risen! He has risen indeed! Alleluia.” Amen. 

And may the peace of God that passes all understanding, sustain and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen.

Prayer of the Church        Fifth Sunday after Pentecost        5 July 2020
Let us pray to the Lord, who hears our cry and saves us.

Brief silence

Our God and King, we bless and extol Your name forever and ever. If it were not for You, nothing good would dwell in us. We thank You for the baptismal waters that washed us clean and recreated us to be Your people. Help us always to live lives in service to You and in service to our neighbor. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.
Lord of heaven and earth, You have hidden things from the wise and understanding. Give to Your Church pastors and other workers who will faithfully proclaim the hidden things and make them known to us and our children. May Your Word continue to flourish in our congregations, and may we be able to grow in faith and knowledge. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Lord God, be with all who are weary and heavy laden by the trials and tribulations of this life. Give comfort to all who suffer illness. Console them with the knowledge that Your yoke is easy and Your burden is light, and that in You they will find rest for their souls. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.

And Lord God we give you thanks for the freedoms we experience not only in the spiritual realm of the Church but also in the temporal realm of this country so that we will not be forbidden from speaking the truth in love to a world in great need of hearing it. Lord, in your mercy, hear our prayer. 

Once again, we come to Your table to receive the body and blood of Your Son, Jesus Christ, given and shed for us. May we receive it rightly in faith for the forgiveness of sins and the strengthening of our love for one another. Lord, in Your mercy, hear our prayer.

Into Your hands, O Lord, we commend all for whom we pray, trusting in Your mercy; through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen. 
