Jeremiah 15:15–21 

15 O Lord, you know; remember me and visit me, and take vengeance for me on my persecutors. In your forbearance take me not away; know that for your sake I bear reproach. 16 Your words were found, and I ate them, and your words became to me a joy and the delight of my heart, for I am called by your name, O Lord, God of hosts. 17 I did not sit in the company of revelers, nor did I rejoice; I sat alone, because your hand was upon me, for you had filled me with indignation. 18 Why is my pain unceasing, my wound incurable, refusing to be healed? Will you be to me like a deceitful brook, like waters that fail? 19 Therefore thus says the Lord: “If you return, I will restore you, and you shall stand before me. If you utter what is precious, and not what is worthless, you shall be as my mouth. They shall turn to you, but you shall not turn to them. 20 And I will make you to this people a fortified wall of bronze; they will fight against you, but they shall not prevail over you, for I am with you to save you and deliver you, declares the Lord. 21 I will deliver you out of the hand of the wicked, and redeem you from the grasp of the ruthless.” 

Romans 12:9–21

9 Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good. 10 Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit,﻿ serve the Lord. 12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality. 

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly.﻿ Never be conceited. 17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it﻿ to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Matthew 16:21–28

From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. 22 And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far be it from you, Lord!﻿ This shall never happen to you.” 23 But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance﻿ to me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.” 

24 Then Jesus told his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25 For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. 26 For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man give in return for his life? 27 For the Son of Man is going to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done. 28 Truly, I say to you, there are some standing here who will not taste death until they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.” 

Faith and Receipts
The other day I had to go to Walmart to get something.  On the way out the greeter asked me for my receipt.  Have you ever thought about it, a simple receipt is a very powerful thing?  One can't return items to the store without a receipt and expect to get your money back.  If you go to Lockridge, you can't drive around back to pick up some lumber without a loading ticket receipt.  It's amazing how something so small can hold so much sway over a person's life.  

Of course, when you think about it receipts aren't just restricted to that little slip of paper that shoots out the top of the register.  A receipt is proof of an exchange or transaction.  In this way, everyday things like an employee's time card can be rightly understood as a receipt.  You punch in and punch out everyday, logging those hours on the card.  That timecard serves as proof for your employer that you have kept up your end of the bargain.  The employer uses that receipt to then reimburse you for your service.  Even salaried employees.  It's the same thing, only your receipt is your contract, and anyone who's ever been on salary knows that both the employee as well as the employer like to trot that receipt out from time to time when they have a grievance, using that receipt to prove and to justify why they're making such a stink.  Even such little things such as scars or knick-knacks or T-shirts or thank you cards serve as receipts in our lives, offering proof of where we've been and what we've done. 

In looking at today’s Gospel lesson, especially verses 26 and 27, we see this "everyday receipt" reality at work when it comes to Christ and the judgment of man.  "The Son of Man is going to come…and repay each person according to what he has done."  Imagine…even Jesus requires receipts from us!  Now I don't know about you, but something about that just doesn't seem right.  I thought that we're saved by faith alone and not by works, yet it seems pretty clear here that Jesus is looking for some receipts; some real and tangible things that we've done in our lives. Maybe people who love Jesus and who do good deeds, get repaid with heavenly goodness.  Maybe people who do bad things are going to get their's in the end when Jesus doles out some divine payback on them.  Maybe there is more to it than faith alone. 

That may sound like a nonsensical, rhetorical question, only being asked for effect.  It's not.  That's how we think.  If we're honest, if we truly confess our sin, there's not a single one of us here who hasn't looked at some of the good things we do in life and think, "Yup, now that's a good deed.  That's gotta count for something."  There's not a single one of us here who hasn't felt like we've been slighted, our good deeds taken for granted or ignored.  As much as we do what we do and say that we don't want anything in return, we do want people to know.  Just spend some time around people who've given up something for Lent!  They'll let you know about their "great sacrifice!"  Jesus says in Matthew 6 that we should beware of making our righteousness known so people can see and give us reward.  "When you give, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others.  Truly I say to you, they have received their reward.  When you give, do not let even your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret.  Your Father who sees in secret will reward you."  Well, that’s easier said than done!  That's our sinful nature, our sinful pride, at work.  We want people to know that we do some pretty good things with our time, talent, and treasures.  We want the recognition, the receipt, even if it's only a pat on the back and a simple "thank you."  We want it.  We need it.  

Why do I say that we need it?  Whether you want to admit it or not, we need those receipts because we do file them away, storing them up for those times when we have a grievance to air, particularly when the grievance is with God.  When things aren't going well for us; when life takes an unfortunate turn south, we can pull out all those receipts and start pointing.  "Look!  I do this and that for you and this is how you repay me?  God, you are in breach of contract!  You're not keeping up with your end of the deal!" 

Well, that begs the question.  What exactly is in the "Christian contract?"  What are the terms of service?  "Take up your cross and follow Me."  Yep!  A cross!  All those receipts we like to trot out "merit" nothing more than a cross.  In fact, it's worse than that.  The very second we take the things we do; those good and godly things like clothing the naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, feeding the hungry, and giving a drink to the thirsty, the very second we take those things and present them as receipts that we can exchange for brownie points, we turn those good works, as St Paul proclaims in Philippians, into σκύβαλον, Greek for soiled rags, or more precisely, a dirty diaper.  

It all comes back to the same old question: Do you do all these good and Godly things in order to be saved or because you are saved?  Ironically, if you do these things for the right reason, because you are saved, you don't even know that you're doing them.  Remember the parable of the sheep and the goats? "When did we clothe or feed or visit you, Lord?"  When you did them to the least of your brethren; when your left hand didn't even know what your right hand was doing, Jesus says; I knew, because you were doing them to Me. 

I guess the big question for us today is: What receipts is Jesus looking for out of our lives?  Remember: He is looking for receipts.  He will repay everyone for what they've done.  That's not a threat.  It's a promise.  If all our receipts merit nothing more than present and eternal punishment, then what do we have to offer?

  

In a word, “faith.”  What does that mean?  Let me tell you what it doesn't mean.  Faith is not a commodity or a receipt we offer up in exchange for something from God.  To speak of faith in such a way is to turn redemption and salvation into synergism, I talked about this a few weeks ago; that’s when Jesus does His part and I do mine and together we achieve salvation.  That's not how it works.  Our salvation, our forgiveness, our citizenship in heaven is ours because of the work and person of Jesus Christ alone.  In terms of a business transaction, we have nothing to offer.  We bring nothing to the table.  The wage of sin is death, and that wage can only be satisfied with the blood of Him who knew no sin.  

My brothers and sisters in Christ; This is precisely the receipt that Christ is looking for!  This is the receipt of faith!  And the receipt of faith, when you think about it, truly has nothing to offer…nothing except Christ.  The receipt of faith points to Christ alone and trusts in the all-redeeming works of Christ alone. This is what faith presents to God.  

In this way, we are absolutely correct in saying that we are saved by faith alone in God's grace alone, which is ours because of Christ alone.  There is no contradiction here between faith and what we do.  Faith, true, saving, repentant faith, is what faithful Christians do.  True, saving, repentant faith knows we have nothing to offer in exchange for our life.  True faith confesses that we have sinned, in thought, word, and deed, and tried foolishly to present our good deeds to God as receipts worthy of something special, if only just a little tiny bit.  True, saving, repentant faith instead holds up the receipt of what Christ has done, His cross and His empty tomb, as proof that we are completely redeemed and forgiven.  That's the only receipt that matters.  That's the only receipt that's needed.  That's what Christ is looking for. 

"What shall a man give in exchange for his life?"  Through the working of the Holy Spirit through true, saving, repentant faith, we point to and offer up Christ and Christ alone.  Yes, that type of faith will mean crosses in this life.  You will be scorned.  You will be beaten down.  You will be dismayed and jilted and forgotten and taken advantage of and taken for granted.  Yet, by faith, you will give thanks to God because He has counted you worthy to be His child and bear these crosses.  By faith, you will do what all faithful Christians have always done: You will take up those crosses and humbly follow Christ, knowing and trusting that He has already paid your justly-deserved wage of death with His own life.  I pray that this faith, by the grace of God, may be your faith, now and into all eternity.  AMEN

