1
Zion Evangelical Lutheran Church (Columbus, OH)
Advent 3
December 12th, 2021
Gospel – 1 Corinthians 4:4 (The Lord Judges; May We Rejoice in Christ)
By Pastor Hromowyk
╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬ ╬
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. We hear these words again from
the Epistle reading, 1 Corinthians 4:4, “I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby
acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me.” So far the Word of the Lord.
Sometime between the Reformation and now, the phrase, “Only God can judge me” became a slogan for,
“You have no authority to comment on how I live my life.” Now, it is true that the Apostle Paul wrote, “It is the
Lord who judges me” as you just heard. It is true that God is the ultimate, divine judge of sin. It is further true
that you and I have no authority to judge sin in the way God does and will on the Last Day. This is because we
do not know people’s hearts, and also because we are sinners, too. But it is also true that we do have the authority
to speak God’s Word according to our vocations. And sometimes that Word will judge. In other words, it may
convict someone of sin. It may rightly put the sinner in position to either repent and receive forgiveness, or to
harden their heart and remain unforgiven, at which point if the Lord came back in that hour they would go to hell.
For they had heard the Word of God, which He Himself has spoken through the prophets and through His Son,
and they chose to ignore it.
So a distinction that must be made is the distinction between on the one hand judging someone in the
sense of elevating oneself above another, and on the other hand assessing sin and speaking God’s Word faithfully
and lovingly. We have to be careful to make this distinction lest someone think we are committing the pharisaical
sin of arrogance instead of doing the good work of speaking God’s Word in love.
Now, don’t despair when the world accuses you of being judgmental even if you are doing a good work.
This is how the world operates. This is even how weaker Christians sometimes respond. You keep doing your
best to speak God’s Word in truth and, as Paul writes in Ephesians 4:2, “walk in a manner worthy of the calling
to which you have been called, 2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another
in love.”
But with all that said, always be sure to guard yourself from assuming the role of God and judging in a
way that gives the appearance of you being without sin. For as Paul writes in our Epistle today, “I am not aware
of anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted” (1 Cor 4:4). Each one of us may not be aware of
some sin we are committing, but we all have blind spots. Ignorance of the Law is no excuse. When Paul wrote,
“It is the Lord who judges me”, he didn’t mean, “God knows my heart, and He knows I’m trying” or “He
understands my weakness.” That may be true, but God doesn’t excuse sin. There was a great cost for yours and
my sin. Jesus had to die for it – all of it. Instead, Paul is confessing, “It is the Lord who judges me” and the Lord
will judge perfectly according to the standard of His will as revealed in the Word. If we’re banking on the Lord
knowing or understanding our heart, that should espouse great fear apart from repentance. Jesus teaches in
Matthew 15:19-20, “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft,
false witness, slander. 20 These are what defile a person.”
So, you see, the heart needs to always check itself against God’s Word. Before the Last Day comes, the
Word of God is our judge. And we need to hear that Word even if it hurts; even if it makes us think that the person
speaking it is “judging us.” It’s not they who are judging. It is God who is judging! God works through means.
God works through His Word! Therefore God judges through His Word.
The Christian should always assume to take at least some responsibility for sin whenever they get into a
scuffle with a neighbor, whether it be verbal or emotional, or, obviously physical. For we are never without sin.
Even if you are not aware of anything against yourself, it does not mean you are thereby acquitted because the
Lord knows you and the Lord is judge. More often than not when we think we haven’t done anything wrong, then
our sin is one of omission. We failed to do what we should have done. Perhaps we weren’t as patient as we should
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have been. Perhaps we didn’t listen to the needs of someone else and were too self-centered. At the very least, we
didn’t love them in the way we are called to.
In situations like these it is a great time to pray the words of Psalm 19, particularly vv. 12-14, where David
speaks to the Lord, “Who can discern his errors? Declare me innocent from hidden faults. 13 Keep back your
servant also from presumptuous sins; let them not have dominion over me! Then I shall be blameless, and
innocent of great transgression. 14 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable
in your sight, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer.”
King David and likewise all Christians praying God’s Word acknowledge that no one can discern all their
errors. So rather than live in haughtiness, we live in repentance beseeching the Lord to “declare me innocent from
hidden faults”; those transgressions that remain unseen because of our own blind spots. David and likewise all
Christians praying God’s Word also ask that the Lord “keep back your servant from presumptuous sins” that they
would “not have dominion over me!” Presumptuous sins are those things we think, say, or do that cross the line
of what God allows, but we fail to see the line where God has drawn it in the sand. In other words, if God draws
the line here, our prideful arrogance puts the line there as we cast up our own wills as an idol.
A great example of this is the 3rd Commandment. God requires us to be in Church every single week that
we are physically able. We should want to be in the Lord’s House whenever He is present bestowing His means
of grace through Word and Sacrament. But how many people will be here this year on Sunday, December 26th,
the day after Christmas? How many of us will say, “Well, I was in Church on Friday for Christmas Eve and
Saturday Christmas morning, I don’t need to be there three days in a row! That’s a lot of Church!”
You see? We often draw the lines where our reason or feelings think they belong. And most of the time I
think we have the best of intentions with this, too! This is why we must pray with a humble heart the words of
Psalm 19: “Keep back your servant also from presumptuous sins.” This applies to all God’s commandments, and
we do this all the time without even realizing it! Think of how we treat the 6th Commandment and issues of
sexuality, cohabitation, and pornography. The 5th Commandment and how we handle life issues, from natural
conception to natural death. We are always tempted to compromise God’s Word with the spirit of this age. We
like to compromise the line in the sand with the rising and waning tide of our culture because we think that’s what
we need to do. That’s presumptuous sin. May God keep us from it, and instead trust that where He draws the line
is best for not only us, but also the whole world!
Now, let’s tie in the Gospel reading. When John the Baptist was in prison, he heard about the “deeds of
the Christ” so he “sent word by his disciples” to ask Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look
for another?” (Mt 11:2-3). Jesus doesn’t give a straight answer. A simple, “Yes, I am He” would have sufficed.
It’s just like if someone walks in here and asks me, “Are you the pastor?” I would answer, “Yes, I am”, right?
But I could say, “I preach and teach the Word, and I administer the Sacraments.” That would also answer the
question. It would actually answer the question better. Because you see when someone asks, “Are you the pastor?”
the word pastor means a lot of different things to different people. In Baptist backgrounds, for example, a “pastor”
is more like a CEO of a congregation. For others, “pastor” means he’s the figurehead who runs all the meetings
and he’s more of a community icon. So answering, “Yes, I am the pastor” is quick and easy, but not very
instructional. “I preach and teach the Word, and I administer the Sacraments”? Now we are getting somewhere.
The answer actually defines what the word “pastor” means, which is much more helpful.
Likewise, look at how Jesus answers John’s disciples: “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the
blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised
up, and the poor have good news preached to them” (Mt 11:4-5). Jesus does not give the simple answer, “Yea,
I am the Christ.” He instructs the disciples. He catechizes them. He shows them how He fulfilled all the things
spoken about the Christ in the Old Testament. Anyone could say, “Yes, I am the Messiah.” Only the true Messiah
could do all the things prophesied of Him and say, “Go and tell what you have seen and heard.” One answer
carries much more weight than the other.
Today is “rejoice” Sunday – Gaudete! It’s why the rose candle is lit. The Epistle reading taught us that
our works are tainted by sin. Even when we think we are innocent, we are not thereby acquitted. Even though I
can answer the question, “Are you the pastor” with “I preach and teach the Word, and administer the Sacraments”,
those deeds are still tainted by my transgressions. I’m not always happy to do it. I’m not doing handstands in
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excitement to serve at Church three days in a row at Christmas. It’s a lot of extra work. There’s a practical reason
Vicar is preaching one of them. I’m not faithful. I err. I forget. I get afraid and sometimes cower under that fear.
I get lonely so sometimes I soften the Word because I don’t want to be hated for it. The Lord will still judge. And
if the Lord judged me by my works and you by yours, I’d go straight to hell along with all of you.
But today is rejoice Sunday. We rejoice because when we repent of sins known and unknown, and believe
in Jesus for forgiveness, our heavenly judge does acquit us. We have a sure and certain Christ. He, too, is judged
by His works, but His works were perfect. He remained obedient, even to the point of death on a cross (Phil 2:8).
He gave sight to the blind and the crippled walked. The lepers were cleansed and the deaf heard. He raised the
dead, and He will raise all the dead on the Last Day. Whereas our works are stained by sin, Jesus’ works are
glorified in holiness. This is precisely so because He is the Lamb of God who took away the sins of the world.
He endured the cross and grave in our place. He took on our sin so that we could be forgiven. Rejoice!
We need Jesus whenever we can get Him. There’s never too much, only too little. So receive Him who
fulfilled all the things prophesied of Him, giving us confidence that He is truly the Christ! He is the God who
became man for us. This God opened our eyes to see Him in faith. This God gave us the spiritual legs to walk the
Way He has given us to follow. This God cleansed us in our Baptism. This God will raise all the dead on the Last
Day. Believe this promise is for you. And rejoice! In Jesus’ name, Amen.

