Sermon for Nov. 13, 2011

I want to begin by mentioning, that when I asked Tracey to email the readings, I was not particularly overjoyed when I saw the subject, and consequently the topic I should address.  But, that be as it may, here I am wondering how many of you will continue to stay, as I talk about judgment and the wrath of God.  

Before we look at the readings, however, I want mention something that makes the Christian faith unique among the other world religions.  There are many aspects that distinguish Christianity from other faiths, and I want to mention just one this morning. 

In contrast to other religions, the Bible is the product of over 40 authors, spanning more than 1,500 years, who lived and wrote from three different continents; portions of the Old Testament from Africa and Asia; and portions of the New Testament from Asia and Europe.

The authors came from remarkably different backgrounds. For instance, David was a king, Amos a herdsman, Nehemiah a cupbearer, Matthew a tax collector, Peter a fisherman, Paul a rabbi, and there were many more. 

Yet in spite of all this diversity, there is a common theme of man’s rebellion to God’s authority, and God’s plan of redemption that runs from Genesis to Revelation.  All of which takes place in recorded history, spanning thousands of years.  

In contrast, Islam is the product of one person, Buddhism the product of one person, Mormonism the same, Jehovah Witness the same, Christian Science the same, and I can keep on going.  

In each of those religions, an individual comes along, and declares that they now have the truth, and everyone who preceded them was wrong.  How would you know who to put your trust in?  Did any of them perform miracles, or rise from the dead?  

Why would one believe Joseph Smith, who started Mormonism, over Charles Taze Russell, who started Jehovah Witness?  By what authority can they claim they have the truth, and everyone else is wrong? What evidence is there to support what they claim?

There is, however, a preponderance of evidence to support the truth of Christianity; only one of which is the remarkable common theme that runs throughout the Bible, despite the huge diversity of its authors; not to even mention the divinity of Christ. 

With that said, now I want to look at the readings this morning, and then conclude with a true story that hopefully we will be able to see on the TV; or if, not to hear through our audio system. 

Zephaniah 1:7, 12-18 - 

In the reading from Zephaniah, the prophet speaks of “the day of the Lord”.  He writes – “Be silent before the Lord God! For the day of the Lord is at hand;”  

The prophet then goes on to describe what he means.  He talks about divine judgment being administered through the use of foreign, pagan nations, against God’s own people.  

This could apply to either the Assyrians or the Babylonians, each of which attacked the nation of Judah; but most likely the Babylonians who destroyed Jerusalem in 586 BC, and took the Israelites into exile. 

And what was the sin of the Jewish people?  In the reading this morning, it was for their “complacently”.  The People had become established in their indifference toward God.  They now regard God as morally indifferent toward good and evil.  (ESV Note p. 1317)

Verse 13 said – “The Lord will not do good, nor will he do harm.”  Their attitude was that God really doesn’t care, so why should they. Here, in this reading, complacency is their sin, and for that they will experience “the day of the Lord”. 

What will the day of the Lord be like?  The prophet uses words such as - a day of wrath, distress, anguish, ruin, and devastation.  All this for complacency!  

In the last verse, that was read this morning Zephaniah said that “the whole earth shall be consumed; for a full, a terrible end He will make of all the inhabitants of the earth.”  

From this verse we can see that there is no place one can hide from God’s judgment.  He will not tolerate sin, and there is no place to escape from His justified anger. 

We could easily think this is just an Old Testament judgment, but as was read this morning, and I will talk about later this same idea of sin, and complacency was expressed by Jesus in one of his parables.  

Psalm 90 -

In the psalm, again we see this same theme of judgment.  As Fr. Michael often teaches us, we must always be mindful of the context of the verses quoted, and who they are referring to.  

In this case, Moses is speaking of those wandering in the desert after fleeing from pharaoh in Egypt.  We know it is Moses because the Psalm says it is in the title line.  Here Moses confesses that the people have been disobedient, and now are fearful of God’s righteous judgment. 

Moses wrote - “We are consumed by your anger; by your wrath we are overwhelmed.”  

In contrast to the complacency indicated in the reading in Zephaniah, here the people are concerned.  Here there is an acknowledgement of God’s righteous indignation against His disobedient people.  There is also recognition of God’s awesomeness, and the Israelite’s justified concern about His anger for their sins.  

Moses, says that God’s even sees their secret sins.  Something we also acknowledge, in the Collect for Purity, we prayed this morning as we opened our service.  There we said –“Almighty God, to you all hearts are opened, all desires known, and from you no secrets are hid…”  

It is one thing to confess sins, that we commit in public; sins that others already know.  It is another to confess sins hidden in our minds, in our hearts, that only we know.  It is humbling to realize that there are no sins not exposed to the judgment of God.

1 Thessalonians 5:1-10 –

In Paul’s letter that was read this morning to the Thessalonians, he also speaks of “the day of the Lord.”  For those in darkness, it will come as a total surprise; that is like a thief in the night.  But here there is a different emphasis.  

Paul writes that for those who are “not” in darkness that day should “not” be a surprise.  In Paul’s writing, there is good news.  He writes that those who do not live in darkness have been forewarned, and are destined for salvation, rather than the wrath of God.  

Matthew 25:14-15, 19-29

Finally, in the last reading from the Gospel of Matthew, we can see similar ideas, that have been presented in our other readings.  Here there is an expectation of behavior, and a judgment based on that behavior.  

The slaves are given different amounts of talents based on their ability.  While the expectation of the master is not evident in the beginning of the parable, it does become clear at the end.  In this case, they were expected to utilize their talents, in such a manner as to increase the master’s property.  

Two were trustworthy with the money that had been given, and were rewarded by the master.  The third was not.  He not only refused to follow the desires of his master, but he laid blame for his disobedience on the master, accusing him of reaping where he did not sow, and gathering where he did not scatter seed.   

He was accusing the master of being harsh, and merciless by trying to extract more than he had a right to.  He claimed that he was “afraid”, because his master was harsh.  Actually, it seems it was just an excuse for doing nothing. 

His master then challenges him in effect saying – if this is what you really think of me, why then didn’t you invest the money in a bank?  In that case, it would at least earned some interest, and you would have fulfilled your obligation!”  

Now the slave’s false accusation against his master, and his true attitude is exposed.  His master, understanding the slave’s capabilities, only asked him to do what was well within his ability. The slave, however, held his master with such distain that he didn’t even bother to do what he easily could, and should have.

Instead of admitting his guilt, the slave pleads a false excuse, and acts as if the master should be pleased that he is returning the one talent he was given.  He is, in effect, telling his master that he has no interest in him, the gift, or his property. 

He was terribly wrong and the master judged him severely.  Really severely, if you read the very end of parable, which was not included in the reading this morning.

The next to the last line of the parable which was read this morning, says- “For to those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but for those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away”.  

This, when read by itself, and not in the context with the parable can be perplexing.  Taken in the context of the parable, however, we can understand its meaning, and see its broader application - what God expects for the blessings He gives.  

Blessings that are used, trend to develop and become even greater blessings.  But blessings that are ignored or underutilized often wither and eventually are lost.  When we treat with complacency, the gifts God has bestowed, we should not be surprised to find them fall away.  In regard to our faith, when we fail to use them for God’s glory, and act as if we have nothing to offer we jeopardize everything. 

Summary – 

In all of our readings this morning, there are two contrasting themes.  

The first is a disregard, or disobedience toward the Lord.  Only in the Psalm is there an expression of regret, and a plea for the Lord to give them wisdom; to behave differently in the future.  

With the exception of the Psalm, we see an ungrateful chosen people who had lost their reverence for the Lord.  In Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians they are described as people in darkness. 

The second theme from the readings is the consequence of disobedience; which is judgment.  

I think it is fair to say, that given the severity of God’s judgment it is apparent that God considers sin very serious.  This cannot be dismissed as the judgment of a mean, Old Testament God.  It would be a terrible mistake, to pretend that the God of the New Testament is different from the God of the Old Testament.

As we can see from these reading alone, the phrase “the day of the Lord” was used in both the Old and New Testaments.  In the Old Testament, it is used by the prophets Joel, Amos, Zephaniah, and Malachi to indicate God drawing near in judgment.  

In the New Testament that theme is also in view in the book of Acts, Romans, and 2 Corinthians, among others.  

In a search for the words “God and wrath” in the New Testament of the English Standard Version, it appears 21 times, from the Gospel of John through the book of Revelation.  

I know that in today’s politically correct climate this is a subject that is to be avoided.  But apparently God does not think so.  

The question now that I think might be surfacing is what about God’s love?  Did not John in his first of three letters write that - “God is love”. (1 Jn 14:6)  Is this in conflict with what we have already read?

Actually, it is from these passages on the severity of God’s judgment that the good news of the New Testament comes to light.  It is here that we see the depths of God’s love.  

For if there were no escape, from God’s judgment, or if there was no judgment at all, there would be nothing “good” to tell, and love would not even be in the picture.

It is when we read verses 9 and 10 in today’s reading from Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians that we see the concepts of God’s wrath, and His love placed side by side. 

Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: “For God has destined us not for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ who died for us…”  The “us” in this passage is of course, for those who place their trust in Jesus.  

Now we realize the price that was paid, and why the words “good news” are an understatement.  

This same good news was said by John in his Gospel, but phrased differently.  He wrote – “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son, shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him.”(John 3:35-36) 

Here at the same time, we see the depth of God’s love for those who are in Christ, and the awful judgment for those who are not.  

So, this apparent divide, or what we may perceive as a conflict between judgment and love; between judgment and the Good News, disappears when we gaze upon the cross of Christ. 

Here, on the cross, judgment was administered for our sins so that we could be made righteous with God.  A judgment we deserved, paid by One who was innocent, in an incredible act of love!  

Closing – 

In closing, and in contrast to the complacency, and disobedience expressed in our readings this morning, I want to end with a true story of one who had the opposite attitude; an attitude that made God the centerpiece of his life.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]His name is Peter Scheibner.  He was supposed to be the pilot on American Airlines flight 11 on September 11, 2001.  That was the flight that was the first to crash into the World Trade Center.  

He tells the story, which he entitled “In My Seat”, of learning on September 10th, through an American’s on-line crew scheduling program that American flight 11, scheduled for the following day, did not have an assigned pilot.  

Through his home computer he enters his name as available to pilot the flight.  Confirmation from American Airlines scheduling was still required, however.  

Thinking that he will mostly likely be the pilot of American flight 11, Peter Scheibner spends the afternoon of September 10th going through a regular routine preparing for the flight on the next day; but the confirmation call, does not come to Peter Scheibner.
 
It turns out that another pilot, Tom McGuinness, also sees through the same scheduling program that the flight is available; almost at the same time as Peter Scheibner.  Tom McGuinness makes the same request, and because of his seniority he is confirmed to pilot the flight on the following day.

On the morning of September 11th American Airlines flight 11, pushes off from the gate, taxies out, and takes off on schedule.  Passing about 23,000 feet, as Peter Scheibner says, Tom McGuinness would have engaged the autopilot.  It would have been about that time that all hell broke loose. 

The purpose of this story is not to relive the events of 9/11.  The reason I’m telling you of Peter Scheibner’s story is because it has a greater significance, that ties into today’s readings.  

So here, through a video or podcast is Peter Scheibner to tell his story in his own words.  It only last about 6 minutes.  Initially, you may not know where this is going, but in the end you will.  It picks up with Peter Scheibner’s wife talking - (1:42:00 – ends 1:35:30; 8:15 on U Tube)
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Judgment and the Good News; judgment and love; seemingly opposites but bound together on the Cross.  

We will never understand the Good News, however, if we don’t understand the fallen condition of mankind; the fallen condition of us all.  The prophet Jeremiah wrote that, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it.” (Jer. 17:9)  

It may not be the way we like to picture ourselves, but the Bible is clear.  By nature, we are opposed to God and hopelessly lost apart from the Grace of God. 

The question we all must ask ourselves is - Do we really believe that our faith is true; really true?  If we don’t believe it is; if we believe that there is no God to Whom we are accountable, then we can live any way we want to, as long as we can get away with it.  Because in a belief system without God, survival is the only purpose of life.  

But if we do believe that it is true, then it will show in the way we live.  That doesn’t mean we will just want to be nice people.  It means we will want to do good things, for the glory of God, in gratitude, for what Jesus accomplished for us on the Cross. 

I loved the life objective of Peter Scheibner.  When I hear, and think about what he wrote; an objective not focused on earthly treasures, but rather in laying up treasures in heaven I recall the words of a praise song. 

“When it’s all been said and done, there is just one thing that matters – did I do my best to live for truth; did I live my life for You? 

When it’s all been said and done, and my treasures will be nothing; only what I’ve done for love’s reward, will stand the test of time.” 

Amen -
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