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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Hear the words to the Hebrews again: “Where a will is 
involved, the death of the one who made it must be 
established. For a will takes effect only at death, since it is not 
in force as long as the one who made it is alive.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Last week, we introduced our Lenten theme by focusing 

on our need for hope and, in good Ash Wednesday fashion, our 

need for hope. Before we drill down into the Language of Hope 

that will comfort us throughout this season, we need to 

examine a bit more what is meant by this word, “hope.”  

 For the world, the word “hope” would likely find 

synonyms in words and phrases like “wishful thinking,” “a 

fervent desire,” “a reasonable chance,” or even “against all 

odds.” The world only knows the word “hope” as (in the best 

situations) a likely possibility… in desperate situations, an 

unlikely probability. But, whenever the world uses the word 

“hope”, it carries with it an inherent uncertainty and the risk of 

disappointment. To hope the Russian government does not 

begin nuclear war is probably more reasonable than to hope 
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the Bears win the Super Bowl this year, but both have a level of 

uncertainty… and that uncertainty is because, by our own 

experience with ourselves and fellow sinners, we know that 

we’ve been disappointed by each other before; we’ve waited 

with bated breath only to see with our own eyes or hear with 

our own ears that what we hoped in was a lie or fantasy or 

mere wishful thinking: we hope in Sports’ teams, and all but 

the champion disappoint us each year; we hope in Science and 

watch the experts change definitions and goals and tell us our 

eyes and ears are lying to us; we hope in politicians and they all 

seem to deliver the same tone-deafness and blame game 

regarding issues that affect our homes … we hope in elections, 

but the nation continues in its trajectory of societal decline and 

moral decadence; we hope in the bond of a fellow sinner’s vow 

(and they hope in ours), and we are harmed to the point of 

never allowing ourselves to be vulnerable again; we hope in the 

wisdom of our parents or the one-time, two-time, three-time 

correction of our children, and we are severely disappointed; 

we hope our words, conduct, thoughts – maybe just mirror’s 

reflection – will hide our sins and prove us righteous before 

God and man, and we are either deceived or despondent. 
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 To attach the word “hope” to our dealings with sinners 

is always risky business. And we understand how risky it is 

when we understand the word “hope” a bit better: In the 

Greek, the word for hope is helpis… we place our hope in 

wherever we think we will get help; and when we don’t, how 

disillusioned we become. 

But, that sad truth ought not condemn the word 

“hope.” Rather, it speaks volumes about our fellow sinners, 

about us, about the broken and sinful condition we all share. 

But, over these last two years, with so much of man’s proud 

futility being exposed, we Christians have become very keenly 

aware of the joy of confessing each Sunday, “Our help (hope) is 

in the name of the Lord.” 

 Now, one might say, “But how does this change the 

equation? For I hope in God, but I often still don’t see the result 

I desire.” But, be careful to understand: hope is inherently 

about the future; it’s inherently about the certainty of the 

future. A future certainty that is certain specifically because 

God is trustworthy; but that doesn’t mean that what we hope 

in is already now manifested to plain sight. Nor does that make 

‘hope’ dreamy, wishful thinking. It simply means “hope” always 

looks forward, not just at the present.  
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 Isn’t this exactly what St. Paul says: “Hope that is seen is 

not hope! For who hopes in what he [already, currently] sees.” 

That’s just the definition of the word “hope,” isn’t it? A future-

focused hope for a future deliverance of help. But that doesn’t 

mean that it’s uncertain! For its certainty is determined not by 

whether or not I currently see or experience it; its certainty is 

based on the reliability of the One whose declarations and 

plans are the basis for our hope. In fact, what does St Paul say 

in the words right before what I just quoted. Right before Paul 

says, “Hope that is seen is not hope! For who hopes in what he 

already sees”… right before, he says, “In this hope we have 

been saved.” Notice, it’s already certain and true, even if by it, 

God teaches you to look to the future, namely to the life of the 

world to come. St Peter says the same thing: “In his great 

mercy He has given us new birth into a living hope through the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an 

inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade. This 

inheritance is kept in heaven for you!”  

 Now, that brings us to our theme: The Language of 

Hope. For, as Luther means to address those under the spiritual 

and temporal tyranny of Rome, and as we may benefit from 

the same meditation in our current duress under the weight of 
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the world and (even more dangerously) our own sin, we may 

be buoyed and strengthened by the fact that our future hope, 

our present help, is certain and trustworthy.  

And that’s really the point of our meditation: in a world 

that has known so much duress, how is the hope of the 

Christian any different than the fading hopes of the world? 

What joy, in these five weeks, to learn that God’s language of 

hope is terminology of certainty, to which the Church in duress 

may always cling without fear of being disappointed by our God 

and being ashamed that we ever believed Him. 

So, with what remains tonight, let’s consider the 

foundation of this certainty… found in the word “testament.” 

We know the word as a reference to a compilation of books. 

But, in fact, the compilation of books merely speak to the 

testament. This term, testament, is the foundation of all our 

hope, for it is the foundation of God’s dealing with man. God 

does not deal with sinners by making a series of random 

promises, but he makes with sinners a testament… an 

overarching design that defines the whole relationship and 

guarantees an inheritance. Without the testament, the 

promises are random and chaotic; but, with the testament, all 
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the promises are interconnected, purposeful in pointing to the 

greater reality of the testament.  

Luther says it this way: “The difference between a 

promise and a testament is that a testament is a promise which 

implies the death of him who makes it” (The Babylonian 

Captivity, 2.45). This is certainly true of even earthly 

testaments, that they are certain whereas the promises of the 

living may not be. Parents may promise children something (to 

give allowance) and then forget the promise… they may even 

promise to include you in their final will and testament and, 

before the testament is in force, renege on the promise! But, 

once that testament is sealed in the death of the parent, their 

promises cannot lie or deceive. Whatever is written in that 

testament is certain and true; it cannot be changed because 

the death that seals the testament cannot be reversed.  

Now, if that is true of even earthly lineages, how much 

moreso for the Church of Christ. Our hope is not based on 

random and haphazard promises here and there that may or 

may not be kept. Our hope, our entire relationship with God, is 

built on the testament of Christ Jesus, which now cannot be 

changed, for his death has sealed it and written it in stone… as 

Job of old even says, “Oh, that my words were written; that 
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with an iron pen and lead they were they were engraved in the 

rock forever!” That’s how immutable is the testament of Christ. 

As unchanging is the holy Law, not only inscribed in the rock of 

the tablets, but inscribed upon the human heart, even more 

unchanging (a logical impossibility, but not divine) is God’s 

testament to you in Christ Jesus, for it is inscribed with divine 

blood and sealed in the rock of his tomb. Yes, Christ may have 

left the tomb, but such does not nullify the testament… any 

more than the promise of your parents’ resurrection does not 

nullify their earthly testament to you! But theirs is earthly! 

Christ’s is a forever testament, as the epistle to the Hebrews 

says it, “the God of peace […] brought up from the dead the 

great Shepherd of the sheep through the blood of the eternal 

covenant, even Jesus our Lord.” 

Yes, that forever testament has been spoken of, its 

certainty and eternity anticipated in prophecies that weave 

themselves through the Torah, the psalms and the prophets, so 

that Luther says,  

“This testament of Christ was foreshadowed in all the 
promises of God from the beginning of the world. Yes, 
whatever value those possess was altogether derived from 
this new [covenant] that was to come in Christ. This (Luther 
reminds us) is why the words “covenant” and “testament of 
the Lord” occur so frequently in the Scriptures, which words 
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signified that God would one day die. For where there is a 
testament, the death of the testator must follow.” 

 
The Holy Spirit himself testifies to that binding rule of 

the testament: “Where a will is involved, the death of the one 

who made it must be established. For a will takes effect only at 

death, since it is not in force as long as the one who made it is 

alive.” 

And that’s the heart of the Scriptural record, isn’t it? The 

sacrificial death of the testator! All the Old Testament’s 

foreshadowing sacrificial-lambs pointed forward to that, didn’t 

they? – the death of the testator, that the testament may be 

sealed forever! As certain and true as that death of Christ is in 

history, as testified throughout all the Scriptures (and even 

beyond the Scriptures), so then equally certain and true is the 

testament between God and you.  

Isn’t that how the book of Hebrews says it in our text for 

this evening?  

“[Christ] has appeared once for all at the end of the ages 
(what’s left to uncertainty when the testament of all ages 
has been sealed?)… to put away sin by the sacrifice of 
himself… so Christ, having been offered once to bear the 
sins of many will appear a second time (your hope is 
certain), not to deal with sin but to save those who are 
eagerly waiting for him.” 
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Now, if that is the ground of everything, then everything 

about this Christ is in view of bringing this testament to 

fulfillment. Luther says it this way:  

 
“Now God made a testament. Therefore it was necessary 
that He should die. But God could not die unless He 
became man. Thus both the incarnation and the death of 
Christ are […] understood in this one word ‘testament.’” 

 
Notice that… God does not send His Son, and His Son does not 

joyfully do the Father’s will, just in some random acts of divine 

kindness (“Well, this would be a fun way to show people I love 

them!”), but because there is a testament to seal, a covenant 

to be enacted, a saving will and testament to be accomplished.  

 And not only can all of your hope for the future be 

grounded in that, but so also may your help for today be found 

in that. For God is not dismissive or deaf to His dear Church’s 

temporal distress – He knows your ills and your penitence, your 

tears of sorrow, your fears and anxieties, your enemies and all 

that dangers you – and, in response to them all, he not only 

points you forward to the Last Day when the names of the heirs 

of that blood-sealed testament will be read in the opened 

pages of the book of life, but he already gives to you the full 
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weight and help of that testament in the Sacrament of the 

Altar, for your regular help along life’s weary way.  

 
Listen carefully to Luther describe it:  
 

The Sacrament of the Altar is Christ’s testament which he 
left behind Him at His death, to be distributed among His 
believers. For that is the meaning of His Word – “This is the 
chalice, the new testament in my blood.” Let this truth 
stand, I say, as the immovable foundation on which we shall 
base all that we have to say…. Christ, who is the Truth, said 
truly that this is the new testament in His blood, which is 
shed for us. Not without reason do I dwell on this sentence. 
The matter is not at all trivial, and must be most deeply 
impressed upon us.  
 

Do you hear what Luther rightly says: In the Sacrament of the 

Altar, you have in present-tense fruition all the weight of the 

testament of your crucified and risen Lord. You cannot doubt or 

mistrust any of the plain words of Christ’s giving of the 

Sacrament, for those words are now sealed with his death. 

Even if, as some would tell us, Christ didn’t intend such a plain 

meaning, he cannot go back on it, for his word is now set with 

his own innocent blood and sacrificial death. Thus, the 

testament and its pouring out each week for you is reliable to 

stand up even in the court of God’s holy Law, that you may 

have a clean conscience in depending upon Christ. 
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As much as the preaching of the Word informs and 

teaches and points us to the Sacrament, the Sacrament ensures 

us and strengthens us in the certain hope of all that Christ has 

left for us… that we may live in hope, journey in hope, even die 

in hope… all our days may be days of hope because God has 

sealed his language of hope for us in a testament that – with 

the death of Christ – is unchangeable, immutable, certain, 

permanent, forever. 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
March 9, 2022 


