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“Living Word, Living Response”

“You have been born anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through the living and enduring word
of God.”

In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.  Amen.

For centuries, Roman Catholic masses began with this Latin blessing, the language of the Church since the
Middle Ages.  Latin had at one time been a living language for millions of people; the Latin Vulgate Bible was
the means through which the Word of God was brought to people for generations.  But today, Latin is all but a
dead language, and the Roman Catholic Church now worships in the local language of its people.  It is an
example of how some languages become extinct, while other languages (such as English, which is a relatively
recent language in human history) grow in popularity with changing times and populations.  

The Word of God has been proclaimed in thousands of languages, many of which – like Latin – are no longer
widely spoken.  But no matter what language is used to proclaim the message of Holy Scripture – be it living or
dead – the Word of God that is proclaimed through human means is always a “living Word.”

· “For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return until they have watered the
earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my
word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that
which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” – Isaiah 55:10-11.

· “Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it
divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the
heart.” – Hebrews 4:12.

· “I write to you, young people, because you are strong and the word of God abides in you, and you have
overcome the evil one.” – 1 John 2:14.

· “So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the word of Christ.” – Romans
10:17.

For Lutherans, the Word of God is first and foremost Jesus Christ, who is “the Word [that] became flesh and
lived among us … full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14).  It is the Word that the Church has proclaimed beginning
on the day of Pentecost, when the Apostles were empowered by the Holy Spirit to speak in the various
languages of the people gathered in Jerusalem for the festival so that “in our own languages we hear them
speaking about God’s deeds of power.” (Acts 2:11).  The Word of God is what is brought to us through the Holy
Bible, which we believe is “the inspired Word of God, through which God still speaks, and as the only source of
the Church’s doctrine and the authoritative standard for the faith and life of the Church.” (Constitution and
Bylaws, Article II, Section 3).  When we bring our children to the waters of Holy Baptism, we commit ourselves
to “place in their hands the holy scriptures and nurture them in faith and prayer, so that your children may learn
to trust God, proclaim Christ through word and deed, care for others and the world God made, and work for
justice and peace.” (ELW Holy Baptism).  We gather for worship around the Word we believe is living and
speaking to us as it spoke to God’s people of old, and we cherish God’s Word as “a lamp unto my feet and a
light unto my path.” (Psalm 119:105).

· “This constrains us and makes us sure, that a real Christian knows that the church never ordains or
institutes anything apart from the Word of God.  Any church that does so is no church except in name
only … It is not God’s Word just because the church speaks it; instead the church comes into being



because God’s Word is spoken.  The church does not constitute the Word but is constituted by the
Word.  The Word of God is a sure sign by which we may know where the church is.” – Martin Luther,
“On the Misuse of the Mass,” 1521.

In his letter of encouragement to the churches of Asia minor who are living as “exiles” and “resident aliens”
because of their devotion to the Word of God, Peter teaches that this living Word of God that has given them a
new birth into a living hope is also a word that demands a living response.  The holy God requires a holy
people, a call to responsible living in light of the relationship that God has established in the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ.  As people whose hope is set “on the grace that Jesus Christ will bring you when he
is revealed” (1:13), the response is for those who are now God’s people to “be holy yourselves in all your
conduct, for it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am holy.’” (1:15).  

The claim that God is “Father” is directly related to Peter’s call for his readers to be “obedient children” (1:14)
who are heirs of an inheritance that is “imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who are
being protected by the power of God for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.” (1:4-5).  Christians
base their lives, therefore, not on what is perishable but on what is imperishable.  It is Christ’s precious blood
that evokes the believers’ precious faith; for “you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your
ancestors, not with perishable things like silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like a lamb
without defect or blemish.” (1:18-19).

· “He has redeemed me, a lost and condemned person.  He has purchased and freed me from all sins,
from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood
and his innocent suffering and death.  He has done all this in order that I may belong to him, live under
him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is
risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally.  This is most certainly true.” – Martin Luther, Small
Catechism.

The reference to the unblemished lamb recalls Leviticus 22:21 (“Whenever anyone offers a sacrifice of well-
being to the LORD, in fulfillment of a vow or as a freewill offering, from the herd or from the flock, to be
acceptable it must be perfect; there shall be no blemish in it.”).  As Christ is holy, so also Christians are to be
holy: “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” (1:16).  Christ’s sacrificial gift of himself reminds Christians that they
also will be called to courageous sacrifice; as Jesus told his disciples, “if any want to become my followers, let
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” (Matthew 16:24).  But even if they are “hated by
all because of my name … not a hair of your head will perish.  By your endurance you will gain your souls.” (Luke
21:17).  Because the inheritance that God’s people have receive is “imperishable, undefiled, and unfading,”
Christians know that even in the most dire of circumstances “your faith and hope are set on God.” (1:21).

· “Because of Jesus Christ, Christians are given the gifts of faith and hope.  Faith sustains Christians’
relationship to God in the present time, and hope lays hold of the promise of glory that is seen to be
revealed in Christ’ return.” – David Bartlett.

Peter reminds his readers that they have the certainty of this faith and hope because “you have been born
anew, not of perishable but of imperishable seed, through the living and enduring word of God.” (1:23).  Like
the “living hope” of 1:3, this “living word” is itself alive, lively, and life-giving, because it is rooted in the living
promises of God that are ours in our risen Lord Jesus Christ.  It is this “living Word” that is proclaimed every
time Christians gather for worship.  It is this “living Word” that speaks God’s message to us today as it spoke to
God’s people of old.  It is this “living Word” that assures us that the Bible is no mere history text but a word
that is as current and urgent as it was when it was first proclaimed.  We are a people of the “living Word”
because we are the people who worship not a mere historical figure who lived and taught thousands of years
ago, but a living Christ who is present among us as the Word that became flesh and dwells among us, full of
grace and truth.



· “The ‘real Jesus’ for Christian faith is the resurrected Jesus, him ‘whom God has made both Lord and
Christ.’ (Acts 2:36).  And since Christians understand by the resurrection not simply a resuscitation of
Jesus’ body but his entry into God’s own life which is manifested by the powerful presence of the Holy
Spirit among believers, the real Jesus for Christian faith is not a figure from the past but very much and
above all a figure of the present, a figure, indeed, who defines believers’ present by his presence.” –
Luke Timothy Johnson, The Real Jesus.

If we believe that the Bible is the living Word of God spoken to us by our living Lord and Savior Jesus Christ,
then the Word demands a living response as it demanded such a response from those who first heard it.  Those
who have been born anew to a living hope through the living Word and now called to live in obedience to the
one who has called them into this new relationship.  Peter emphasizes the meaning of the living Word in our
daily lives when he states that “now that you have purified your souls by your obedience to the truth so that
you have genuine mutual love, love one another deeply from your heart.” (1:22).  Obedience is a major concern
of this letter; faith shows itself and hope realizes itself through obedience; by definition, a disciple is one who
hears the living Word of God and obediently lives in accordance with it.  The first manifestation of obedience is
love for other believers; this “genuine mutual love” (anypokritos Philadelphia) is love that is “sincere, not
hypocritical, not feigned.”  “Love” (agapao) is the most frequently used term for “” love” in the New
Testament.  It is the love that is at the heart of Jesus’ command to his disciples at the Last Supper: 

· “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another.  Just as I have loved you, you also should
love one another.  By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one
another.” – John 13:34-35.

Paul places this love at the centre of his teaching on the “still more excellent way” that must be at the heart of
the life of the Body of Christ if it is to authentically embody Christ’s presence to the world in obedience to
Christ’ command to his Church:

· “If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging
cymbal.  And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have
all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.  If I give away all my
possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.  Love
is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own
way.  It is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth.  It bears
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” – 1 Corinthians 13:1-7.

The First Letter of John proclaims that “since God has loved us so much, we also ought to love one another,”
and warns that “those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not
love a brother or sister who they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen.  The commandment we
have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.” (1 John 4:11, 20-21).

· “1 Peter defines the Christian life, speaks it into being through the imperishable Word, and this life
means love.  Love: genuine, mutual, deep, from the heart.  It’s not too much to ask, is it?  Love that is
genuine – passionate, joyful, full.  Love that is mutual – not self-serving.  Love that is deep – not
passing, frail.  Love that is from the heart … Love, the love that is ours in Christ Jesus is not merely to be
felt, it is to be lived.” – Karl Jacobson.

“Credo in unum Deum, Patrem omnipotentem, factorem caeli et terrae, visibilium omnium et invisitilium.” 

“I believe in God the Father, creator of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible.”



No matter what language we use, we are united in confessing our faith in the living God whose living Word
continues to speak to us as a people who have been called, gathered, made holy, and sent forth to continue
the apostolic mission of the first followers of Jesus “to be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria,
and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  We are a living Church that is founded on the living faith that is
brought into existence by the living Word that demands a living response; for “love so amazing, so divine,
demands my soul, my life, my all.” (ELW Hymn 803).

· “Being a Christian is all about being loved by God as the empowering action that enables us to love our
neighbor.  New people do new things.  That’s the message here.  AS some have put it, we are called to
become who we are.  The Christian doesn’t seek to live out the imperatives of the gospel to become a
Christian.  The Christian lives out the imperatives because she/he is a Christian.  Through the living
sacrifice of our lives for our neighbors we continually become who we are.” – Richard Jensen.

Languages come and go, but the living Word of God endures.  It continues to be spoken whenever God’s
people gather in worship in the assurance that God is speaking to them as God spoke to our ancestors in many
and various human languages.  We are a people who through Baptism have been born anew to a living hope
through the living Word of God, a Word that demands from us a living response if we are to truly be who we
claim to be: the Church that has “no mission but to serve in full obedience to our Lord; to care for all, without
reserve, and spread God’s liberating Word.” (ELW Hymn 729). Amen.


