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Here we are again, too quickly it seems, at the end of another church year. Boy, does time fly! Next Sunday Advent begins and our hearts and thoughts turn naturally to the thrill of Christmas get-togethers, gift-giving and getting, and an all-around hope of feeling good for more than a day.  We as Christians prepare to remember and celebrate the birth of Jesus, the Son of God, the Messiah, our Savior. Which as always points us to his suffering on the cross, his death and burial in the tomb, and His glorious resurrection. Through Him, God has redeemed us from sin and the power of the devil, and most importantly, beaten mankind's and God's last and greatest enemy, death. 


However, because Advent is a time of anticipation and preparation, today's readings serve very well to bring another coming to the fore. Christ will come again, at any moment, tomorrow, today, ten minutes from now, as He himself predicted, unexpectedly, and catch many unprepared. That can put  damper on the season of being jolly and gay apparel wearing. 


Not that we ourselves are worried about Judgment Day, but because there are those who will not accompany us to heaven. Oh sure, there are a few people of whom most if not all of us would agree deserve to suffer eternal torment for their crimes and atrocities committed against others. But what of the neighbor, someone you get along with really well, yet never passes up the chance to emphatically deny, with a gleeful laugh, that your belief in God borders on the foolish? What of the boss or co-worker you know and respect, who has said they would sooner have ants eat their eyeballs then set foot in a church, packed, as they have so eloquently put it, with hypocritical, judgmental, prejudiced intolerant holy roller bigots? What of the relative or dear the friends who we have come to love dearly, yet who have willingly and consistently spurned all our attempts to enlighten them about Jesus and sin and salvation? Let's hope we aren't listening when Jesus judges them. That's not a good way to start eternal life, weeping great tears of grief.  


There's a detail in this account of Judgment day that Jesus gives that is somewhat troubling. What is it the goats miss? Jesus. They never saw him in the hungry, thirsty, stranger, naked, sick, prisoner. He was so hidden from their sight that they never got the chance to do unto the least of them as unto Him.


What's more, neither do the sheep see Jesus in those people. That fact seems to be the sole basis for the goats' guilt and the sheep's praise. That appears to be a bit unfair, that the goats are sentenced to eternal punishment for not recognizing Jesus in the neighbor, but the sheep are given the Kingdom, even though they too do not recognize Jesus. 


Still, Jesus pronounces sentence on the goats and sends them into hell. Some of those goats are may be our friends or worse yet, relatives. That's just about too much to contemplate, especially in this time when we are to be about celebration and joy to the world. The thought of fellow people enduring never-ending agony, and at the same time fully aware of that that agony will never end, seems too appalling to comprehend. Is this love? It's certainly not how the world would define love, especially the love of God. 


This account of judgment seems to be based upon a standard of deeds done or not done. Is Jesus himself telling us that in the end, when all is said and done and we are standing before the Lord, what will matter is our works or lack thereof? 


Which doesn't seem right, does it? It was Jesus himself who said, “Whoever believes in me is not condemned.” But St. Paul said, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.” Those two verses seem to contradict each other. Does the Bible say that all people, including believers, will be judged, and at the same time, all believers will not be judged? 


What are we to make of all this? And what are we to do with the nervousness and apprehension that this text leaves us with? If we are going to be judged by all we have done, then we are lost. If God is going to call up a performance review of our good and bad deeds, well, we might as call in sick that day. For we have not shown love all the time. We have not been gracious all the time. We have not forgiven others as we have been forgiven. We have not treated others as if they were Jesus, hence we have not done it to the least of these, and not done it to Him.


“Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.” Elsewhere, Jesus says they shall be cast into outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Isaiah says their “worm shall never die, neither shall their fire be quenched.” Fire in the Bible can symbolize excruciating pain. One thing is for sure, there won't be any atheists in hell, because they will all know God as the righteous judge. 


Righteous judge. That means his judgments are just, pure and true. That means that when he sends the goats away, it's the right judgment. We dare not base God's judgments upon our human sentiments and understanding of justice. We dare not measure Godly justice by any human yardstick. 


Which brings us back again to this account of Judgment day. However unfair we might think it is that God would turn his back on those who did not do unto the least as unto him, or who haven't even heard of Him, we are humbly reminded that His ways are not our ways and His wisdom is higher and far beyond ours. 


What we do know is what Scripture tells us. St. Paul says “Therefore, one trespass led to the condemnation for all men and by one man's disobedience the many were made sinners.” Psalm 51 declares that all are born in iniquity and in sin did our mothers conceive us. Jesus said that flesh gives birth to flesh, thereby telling us that sinners conceive nothing else but sinners. 


This the church has identified as original sin. It is not sin committed, but sin passed down from generation to generation, beginning with Adam and Eve. It is the guilt of Adam that has been imputed to all descendants of Adam and Eve. It is hereditary corruption, a poisoning of the whole glass of DNA. 


The consequence of original sin is actual sin, our breaking of God's commands and ignoring his prohibitions. St. Paul again, “All the world is held accountable to God” and “Cursed is everyone who does not abide by all things written in the book of the Law” and “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 


The result of original and actual sin is death. “The wages of sin is death,” Paul tells us. The soul, which was created to be in communion with God, will be separated from God by death. Paul says in today's Epistle that death is the last enemy. 


A couple of weeks ago, the Dr. Oz show dealt with the subject of euthanasia and assisted suicide. Without going into all the details of the program, I want to highlight what Dr. Oz said at the end of that program, and I quote, ““I believe that if someone is terminally ill and at a point which they feel they can no longer continue to enjoy any quality of life—they've lost their dignity—their doctor should be able to legally prescribe medication to help them end their lives with that dignity.”


Death is never a dignified end to life. As St. Paul so pointedly reminds us today, death is an enemy, of God and man. It is a tool sometimes used by the devil. It is none other than a violent and unnatural tearing asunder of soul and body, both created by God and welded together into one person. Death undoes this union, horrifically and with grave finality. Death is not natural and it is not a part of life. 



Death is to be conquered, and if it is to be conquered, then it is not to be embraced. Death is the enemy, the mortal foe of life, and as such, it most certainly is not a friend. It is a power that has been placed under Jesus' feet, because Jesus went to war with death and defeated it by his death and resurrection. 


All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. All humanity, whether they know of Jesus or not is guilty of sin. Sin must be punished, for God is a just God. Sin makes us enemies of God. It has corrupted our nature, it has conceived in us rebellion and rejection of God. All stand guilty before God, even if they don't know they are sinners.


For those who would claim this imputation of Adam's sin to others is not fair must realize, if they are consistent, that they must also declare the imputation of Christ's righteousness to all as an injustice as well. This too is unfair, that Christ would be made to suffer for all sin, even though He had not sinned. It is totally in opposition to our sense of right and wrong to punish the innocent and let the guilty go scot-free. 


Unjust as this is, though, God, in His grace and mercy, does give to us, impute to us, that righteousness that is Christ's alone. The same God who condemned all because of Adam's sin has also justified all through Christ's condemnation and crucifixion. To all then, who believe in Christ, who have been called by the Gospel in faith, shall escape the final judgment. For our judgment has already been pronounced and carried out. . . on Christ. 


Read very carefully these words of Christ today, as He previews His Second coming and Judgment Day. Do you see how BEFORE any mention is made of deeds done or not done, the sheep are called “blessed  by my Father”? Your present innocence of all charges was announced at the cross. Your present crown of life was promised by the Father in the glorious shout of Christ is risen. The sheep, those who hear and know the voice of the Good Shepherd, have already received the blessings of the Kingdom before a single word is spoken of their deeds. 


“For by grace you have been saved, and this not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not as a result of works, so that no one can boast.” A person is declared righteous, that is, not guilty, by reason of Christ's sacrificial death on Calvary. Your sins are forgiven because Jesus paid their steep price on the cross. God has removed the stain of transgressions from you, for Christ's sake. You are holy and righteous in his sight. You are the sheep of his pasture and the lambs of His flock.  


First and foremost, then, on Judgment Day, without any consideration of your deeds or misdeeds, your good works or your shortcomings, but strictly because faith was created in you in Baptism or with the Word, you are declared innocent in God's eyes because of Jesus. You are blessed by the Father and heaven is your reward.


Then, after having pronounced your inheritance of the Kingdom prepared for all redeemed saints of God, prepared from the foundation of the world, then, Jesus mentions your good deeds. Because of saving faith in Christ as our sole redeemer and Sanctifier, we shall be able to stand in Judgment Day and not be afraid. 


The righteous are praised for the GOOD works they did, works that are the result of and evidence for faith in Christ. “I am the vine, you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit. By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and prove to be my disciples.” Works done by faith and in grateful response to the Gospel, the all-atoning sacrifice of Jesus on Calvary, are good works and bear witness of true faith in Christ. 


What's not mentioned for the sheep? What we fear the most. All our evil works, which we know we all do, even as God's elect saints. Because we have been justified by grace through faith in Jesus, all our wicked deeds have been cast into the depths of the sea. They are forgiven by God and will never, ever, be brought up again.


Through Christ's satisfactory work on Calvary, we know and believe in eternal life and the unspeakable bliss of heaven with God. What's more, we are persuaded with Paul that nothing in all creation can separate us from our appointed eternal home. Most especially, then, we have the hope of rising from the dead.


For as Christ has been raised from the dead, so shall we, for we are in Christ. Where He goes, we go. What He conquers, we shall conquer in and through him. That last and greatest enemy, death, shall not hold us nor will it win. And when our day of judgment comes, we shall stand at his right hand, and be welcomed into the Kingdom prepared for all God's beloved. Amen. 
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