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Oh, how great is Thy compassion,/Faithful Father, God of grace,
That with all our fallen race/ And in our deep degradation
Thou wast merciful that we/ Might be saved eternally!

We cannot speak of God’s compassion if we are not honest about our own sinful condition. His
compassion is not that he helps us get to the next level, that he merely gives us a boost. No,
God’s compassion is in this, that when we were yet helpless sinners, unable to contribute
anything to our salvation, Christ died for us. While we were still his enemies, God reconciled us
to himself by the death of his Son. This is God’s love. This is God’s grace. This is the
compassion of our faithful Father.

Jesus teaches us humility. When someone invites you to a dinner, don’t take the most important
seat. And when you have a dinner, invite those who can’t pay you back. Associate yourself with
the lowly and the less important. Humble yourself. Count yourself less significant than others.
Using the illustration of a dinner party, our Lord teaches us humility. He teaches us that we are
helpless, unable to contribute anything good to what God has prepared for us in his Son. He has
prepared the cross, the pain, the punishment, the whole sacrifice of the innocent Lamb of God.
Without any of our own contributions, he has gone the extra mile. He has striven, with eternal
love, to rescue us from his own righteous wrath against sin.

The dinner our Lord has prepared in his kingdom is free. But it is not cheap. It is bought with
the precious blood of the Son of God. This is the great compassion of God. But again, if we
ignore how helplessly corrupt our own sinful nature is, then we lose sight of how great this
compassion is.

Jesus therefore goes on further to illustrate how easily we despise his invitation. A man gave a
big dinner and invited many. When the dinner was ready, he sent his servants to announce to
those who were invited, “Come, it’s ready now!” But they all made excuses and declined the
invitation. Such casual rejection of this great heavenly banquet demonstrates how wicked our
sinful nature is. And yet, those who turn down the invitation are clueless to this fact. They go on
living their lives, attending to their earthly needs, totally unimpressed by the great lengths God
has striven to gather us poor sinners to himself.

Thy great love for this hath striven/ That we may from sin be free
And forever live with Thee;/ Yea, Thy Son Himself hath given
And extends an earnest call/ To His Supper unto all.

This invitation extends to all. It is an invitation to his Supper. All people everywhere are
invited.

Now, we practice closed communion. This means that we do not invite people to eat Christ’s
body and drink his blood with us until they have been instructed in the biblical doctrine, which
we confess at this congregation. And yet, this in no way contradicts the fact that our Lord’s
invitation is for all.
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In fact, when we ask people to be instructed and confess the pure doctrine before they take
communion with us, we are affirming the fact that this invitation is for all. Because the
invitation is to believe and confess the Word of our Savior. If we simply invited them up to eat
and drink Christ’s body and blood without any regard for their confession or their instruction,
then we would be denying the true treasures that are delivered in the Word. We would be
treating Christ’s Supper as simply an outward show, robbing people of the comfort that comes
from the pure teaching of God’s Word.

I once met a man who was a member of a Lutheran church somewhere, and he took issue with
what [ was teaching. He said that he did not believe that baptism saves us. After all, he said, if
you don’t repent, then you can’t be saved. Of course, those who refuse to repent can’t believe
and trust the gospel. If you are baptized but then don’t actually believe the promise of baptism,
then it won’t do you any good. But that doesn’t change the fact that baptism has the power to
save us. In baptism, God gives us a good conscience through the resurrection of Jesus, just as St.
Peter says (1 Pet 3:21). The man disagreed. He refused to say that baptism saves.

So I rephrased the question. I asked, “Does the Word of God save? Does the gospel save?” The
man still refused to agree. I then rephrased the question again: “Does Jesus save?” The poor
man still couldn’t say yes. He had not been taught to confess this precious gospel that Christ is
the Savior of all men, that baptism saves, and that God’s grace is for all. He wanted to make
God’s compassion depend in some way on our response to it. So I told him that I would not be
able to give him communion as long as he still denied this teaching. The man responded, saying
that when he told his pastor that he would never agree that baptism saves, his pastor still allowed
him to join the church and take communion.

This is very sad. By letting this man take the Lord’s Supper, his pastor is allowing him to remain
blind and stubborn to this wonderful truth of our Lord’s grace and salvation for all mankind. It’s
also very ironic. While being allowed to eat and drink Christ’s body and blood with his mouth,
he is being robbed of the true comfort and salvation that comes from Christ’s Word.

This is why the invitation to Christ’s Supper is not merely an invitation to take part in the
outward ceremony. No, it is an invitation to feast on the words of Christ who shed his blood for
all people. As often as we eat this bread and drink this cup, we are proclaiming the Lord’s death
until he comes.

You see, faith is not some human response to a conditional promise of God. No, faith comes
from the Word of our Savior. It is a new birth given by the Holy Spirit through the gospel. It is
through the very invitation to partake of what Christ has won for all people that God gives us the
faith to believe this invitation. This is why we can have certainty of our salvation. It isn’t
because we managed to offer something good to God. It is because of the perfect obedience and
satisfaction Christ has made to the Father for all sinners. And it is because the Holy Spirit
vouches for this, guaranteeing this salvation of our souls in his holy Word and sacraments.
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And for this our soul's salvation/ Voucheth Thy good Spirit, Lord,
In Thy Sacraments and Word./ He imparts true consolation,
Granteth us the gift of faith/ That we fear nor hell nor death.

If you tell someone that you just purchased land and livestock or that you just got married, you
might expect him to say “Congratulations!” or “Way to go!” or perhaps, “I’'m proud of you.”
These things show that you are contributing to society. You aren’t helpless or useless. And yet,
God does not invite us to be useful. He isn’t asking how important your work is. After all, he’s
the one who gives us all our work and possessions in the first place. No, God is inviting you to
receive what money can’t buy and what no work of man can earn.

But when we look for comfort and certainty in the things we acquire and do here on earth, then
we will only despise the one thing that is needful. It is in our nature to treat the redemption of
Christ and the invitation to sit with him in his kingdom as if it were an easy thing. We naturally
treat faith as if it depended on our own reason. But this only leads us to despise God’s promise
of his Son. This leads us to despair of God’s compassion.

The fact that people despise this invitation only demonstrates all the more how serious God is
when he calls us. When people ignore his invitation because of what they think are more
important things, this angers God. He doesn’t treat their seemingly polite decline of his
invitation as a mere excuse. He declares that they will never taste his supper. If they fail to see
their need right now to be rescued from sin and condemnation right now, then they will never see
it. Instead, the wrath of God remains on them. But God’s anger doesn’t stop his mercy on poor
sinners. He continues to strive in his compassion. He continues to invite more people. He
invites those who can’t contribute anything — those who are poor, crippled, blind, and lame. He
continues to send his Word out, compelling people to come into his dinner and share with him
the joy of his salvation.

Because God knows that this salvation is not easy. He knows that we can’t find any rest in our
own understanding, our own labor, our own works, accomplishments, or spiritual exercises.
When you realize this, then you begin to recognize the great compassion of God in Christ. What
good are all your investments if you can’t be certain of God’s mercy at the day of judgment?
You can have the most supportive wife and children, but when you are facing death, will they be
there confessing the atoning death of Christ and his victory over sin and the grave?

Why is your salvation guaranteed to you? Is it because you already figured it out in your head?
Is it because you have learned to behave like a good Christian? It’s easy to say that you will be
fine, that you’ve learned about God’s mercy, that you’ve repented and believed. But is your
repentance true? Is your faith sincere enough? Have you invested enough of your heart and soul
to God? How do you know that God’s mercy hasn’t had enough of your thankless heart and left
you to fend for yourself? When we pray, “Take not Thy Holy Spirit from me?”” and “Lead us not
into temptation,” do we take seriously the danger of losing this precious treasure?
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We should take this seriously. If anyone thinks he stands, take heed lest he fall. Examine your
heart. But as you examine yourself, listen to what God’s Word says. Jesus says, “Come to me
all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” When you heart condemns you,
God is greater than your heart, and he knows all things.

As urgent as he is to invite us, he is just as determined to keep us and guard us by that same
invitation of his gospel. Your salvation is a guarantee, not because you have determined to be
faithful, not because you have put your finger on anything or set anything in order. No, your
faith — your confidence — rests on nothing other than this, that his Word cannot deceive you. He
who calls you to himself cannot lie. As surely as he raised his Son from the dead, his truth
remains true and abides forever, strengthening your faith however weak it may be. We can
therefore confidently sing:

Lord, Thy mercy will not leave me,-/ Truth doth evermore abide,-
Then in Thee I will confide./ Since Thy Word cannot deceive me,
My salvation is to me/ Well assured eternally.

Our Lord invites us to eat his body and drink his blood as a sure token and pledge of his favor for
us. This is his body given for you, his blood shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins. It is
in his words that our faith finds rest and peace. These are the same words that instruct us and
comfort us throughout our days. It’s the promise in our baptism and the absolution, the same
mercy flowing from the crucified and risen Savior. So when we encourage each other with
psalms and hymns, when we read God’s Word to our children, and talk about it with our friends
and neighbors, God is continually inviting us to taste and see that the Lord is good. Blessed are
those who trust in him.

I will praise Thy great compassion,/ Faithful Father, God of grace,
That with all our fallen race/ And in our deep degradation
Thou wast merciful that we/ Might bring endless praise to Thee. Amen.



