Peace Lutheran
March 28-29, 2009

Revelation 20:11-15

Judgment Day:  Are You Ready?
Hell, fire and brimstone sermons are as rare as hen’s teeth in mainline protestant and Catholic pulpits.  This is due in part because Revelation 20 it is not included in the pericope-- the weekly scripture lessons which we churches use in common.  This has not always been true.  In the 17th century one of America’s most famous preachers was Jonathan Edwards whose sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of An Angry God” is well known.   So I would guess that very few of you have heard many “hellfire and brimstone” sermons except perhaps on T.V. where there is a lot of preaching based on the misinterpretation of Revelation regarding what is known as “the rapture.”
When you think of Judgment Day, what images come to your mind?  Will you face a final judgment?  What will it be like?  Will the judgment be immediate or sometime in the future?  
A review of the New Testament gives us a variety of explanations—not all the same.  The gospel of John does not use language of hell or fire, but talks rather in terms of light and darkness.
In John 8: 12 we read these words:    "I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life."
In John 5:24 Jesus says, “Very truly I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life.
But Matthew and Luke describe it differently.  In Matthew 12:36-37 Jesus says:  “I tell you, on the day of judgment you will have to give an account for every careless word you utter; for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.”

In Matthew 25 Jesus talks about a final judgment when the Son of Man will separate the sheep from the goats….those on his right hand and left hand.  He says to those on his left:  “You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.”
In Luke 16 we have the familiar story of the rich man and Lazarus where Lazarus was described as being carried away by angels to be with Abraham and the rich man was in agony in the flames of Hades.
The early church developed the Apostles Creed and each Sunday we recite it’s understanding of judgment when we say:  “He shall come to judge the living and the dead.”  

But in contrast to a future Last Judgment were Jesus’ words to the thief on the cross:  “Today you shall be with me in paradise.”
So with this Biblical background let’s look at the only complete description of the Last Judgment that we have in the Bible comes from today’s text in Revelation 20.

In it we find a description of two sets of books.  The first are what scholars refer to as the books of deeds. 
You and I from the time we were little were taught that we are accountable for our behavior.  And as adults we are aware that this accountability is written into our laws.  
John describes that in front of the great white throne in chapter 20 are books….[slide of books]  books that contain all that you and I have done in our lives.  And the message is very clear.  You and I are accountable for what we do….or have failed to do.  Our behavior is very important.
Throughout his life, Jesus implored his followers to change their ways of behaving.  And Pat reminded us on Wednesday evening of the great temptation to follow the path of least resistance….to yield to the allure of our materialistic culture and to succumb to our own selfish interests.  Satan would like nothing better than to have us believe that a final judgment is just a figment of our imagination.  Live and let live.  Eat, drink and be merry.  No problem.  Me, myself and I.  No big deal.

I remember my mother saying when I became old enough to be on my own and was not away from her watchful eye, “Obed, I may not know what you do, but God knows.”
Yes, God knows and in this text we read that it is all written down in volumes.  Sobering thought isn’t it?

And Revelation is very descriptive the consequences of what the apostle Paul calls the “wages of sin.” [slide of lake of fire]   In this text it is referred to as a “lake of fire.”  Now I don’t know about you, but I can’t imagine anything more terrifying than a lake of fire.  
Scriptures are clear that a judgment occurs…..whether it is a burning hell or living in darkness. 
[blank] 
But we also find another book in the 20th chapter of Revelation, and John describes it as the “Book of Life”.  
In this book is written the names of those who are marked by the Lamb….who are children of the Lamb.  The book of life contains the names of those who have heard and believed the truth of John 3:16…..”for God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son---the lamb of God….the Word become flesh….the rider on the White Horse who comes to conquer evil……so that everyone who believes might not perish, but have eternal life.”  So the message is clear.  Lamb power wins.
[side of lamb power]
So this picture of the Last Judgment contains that dynamic tension….the reality that we are saved by grace….we do not earn our eternal life….it is a gift.  The writing of names in the book is pure grace….but we are still accountable for our deeds.  John lifts up both grace and human responsibility.

[blank]

So the question remains?  What will happen to you when you die?  Do you meet your maker immediately or at some later date?  Well, the scriptures hold both pictures.  But one thing is clear.  There is a final judgment.  
I personally find a lot of comfort in the fact that this judgment is left in the hands of a gracious God who does not give up on you or on me….put pursues us relentlessly.  I find comfort in a God who wants a relationship with you and with me.  And I am relieved by the fact that only God judges—it is nothing that I or my peers can or should do.  I find comfort in the fact that there is a Book of Life.  I find comfort in the fact that in spite of the many negative entries there must be written in my book of deeds at the foot of the throne of God, my name has also been written in the book of Life….a promise given to me through faith in Jesus Christ, initiated in the waters of baptism.

As Lutheran Christians we stand informed by the theology of Martin Luther who said that we are “simul justis et pecator” --  at the same time sinners who are justified by grace through faith.

As you leave this place today, I ask you, are you ready for your judgment day?  In thinking this over please remember your baptism.  Please remember that you are marked by the cross of Christ.  Remember that you are powered by Lamb-power.  And remember that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Amen  
