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“Famous Last Words” 





Jude 17-25

I came across these famous last words this week…
1. “Pardon me, sir. I did not do it on purpose.” Said by: Queen Marie Antoinette after she accidentally stepped on the foot of her executioner as she went to the guillotine.

2. “It’s stopped.” Said by: Joseph Henry Green, upon checking his own pulse.

3. “No, you certainly can’t.” Said by: John F. Kennedy in reply to Nellie Connelly, wife of Governor John Connelly, commenting “You certainly can’t say that the people of Dallas haven’t given you a nice welcome, Mr. President.” That’s a sad example; this next one is my favorite.
4. “You have won, O Galilean.” Said by: Emperor Julian, having failed to reverse the endorsement of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire.
The Bible’s famous last words are of course the book of Revelation. We will be reading, analyzing, interpreting and agonizing over the words of Revelation this summer. We will follow the outline of Eugene Peterson in his book Reversed Thunder. In the first chapter of Peterson’s book he remarks, “Many, confused by the bloody dragons and doomsday noise [of Revelation] are only bewildered.” My aim this summer is that by Labor Day we Ken Martians are less bewildered by the book of Revelation than we were before. 
Dr. Bruce Metzger, my former professor at Princeton Seminary for whom I had the deepest respect, once observed that people are sometimes confused by or afraid of what they read in Revelation so they stay far from it. Or they behave just the opposite and are so obsessed with the words of the last book of the Bible that they ignore the rest of the New Testament. Dr. Metzger insisted that neither of these extreme responses is good or helpful for Christian living. We should all heed his wise counsel. If you never read a Psalm or a parable of Jesus this summer because you’re so wrapped up in Revelation that would be a mistake. Likewise, if you run for the exit just because your pastor has chosen to introduce you to the last words of the Bible this summer, you would also be mistaken. 
Something you may not know is that there are next to the last words in the Bible that sort of set the stage for the last words of Revelation. It’s called the book of Jude, one of the shortest and most clearly written books of the Bible. Now unto him that is able to keep you from falling, and to present [you] faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy, To the only wise God our Savior, [be] glory and majesty, dominion and power, both now and [for]ever. Amen. 
Way back in 1983 as a newly graduated seminarian and newly ordained pastor I had to figure out what I would say at the end of a service of worship; what good word I might convey before we leave the sanctuary; what inspiring thought I would share before we head out the church doors and into the world. These are probably the most famous of the next to the last biblical words of Jude. This blessing or ascription or benediction, whatever you’d like to call it, has lifted the sagging spirits of many a believer through the centuries. They are famous last words.

A lot was on the line in the 1928 game between Army and Notre Dame. It didn’t look good for the Fighting Irish. The team had struggled the entire first half. In the locker room at halftime Coach Knute Rockne dug deep for words to turn his team around. He encouraged them; challenged them; warned them. He demanded their best. Finally, he paused. 

The scene was made famous in the 1940 movie Knute Rockne—All American starring Ronald Reagan. Rockne finally breaks the silence. He reminds them of a former player, George Gipp, (played by Reagan in the film) who had recently died. In the screenplay the coach quietly tells his team of his last visit to the bedside of Gipp. “And the last thing he said to me was, “Rock, “sometime when the team is up against it and the breaks are beating the boys, tell them to go out there with all they’ve got and win just one for the Gipper.” 

Those famous words have become the classic example of a challenge designed to inspire a team as they head into the big game. That’s the kind of scene you need to picture as we read the last words of the book of Jude. Revelation is God’s last word. It explains in highly picturesque and poetic language the world’s last battle. It describes the on-going struggle that leads to God sounding the final buzzer and saying, “Game’s over!” Of course, it’s not a game. The conflict is for real. Eternity hangs in the balance. That’s what makes the final words of Jude so critically important.

I think it is fascinating the way the Bible is put together. God used forty different men over the span of fifteen hundred years to write the sixty-six books of the Bible. Yet miraculously the Bible tells one story from beginning to end. The pieces all fit together. I should not be surprised that Jude is placed immediately before Revelation in the canon.

Jude sets the stage for the end. We could say that Jude is the bad news before the astonishing good news of God’s victory over evil in Revelation. Jude wanted to talk about common faith, instead, he found it necessary to remind his readers of their common enemies. Those kinds of enemies will become more and more prominent in the epoch battles of Revelation. Jude describes them and predicts their fate. Revelation then recounts the end of the game. 

Picture that locker room scene again. But instead of Knute Rockne it’s Coach Jude who gathers his team round. The big game is minutes away. He has one last chance to say once last word. “I wish I could tell you that it’s going to be easy. I would love to talk to you about other things. But facts are facts. This is going to be a tough one. Our opponents are tough and ruthless. They know how to play. They have come to win. But they have been beaten before. And they can be beaten tonight.”

This is what it will take. We are going to have to play together and “remember what the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ foretold.” We will have to stay close because, “in these last times there will be scoffers who will follow their own ungodly desires.” We’re going to have to dig deep into a reservoir of inner strength and “build ourselves up in our most holy faith and pray in the Holy Spirit.” Business as usual isn’t enough. “Keep yourselves in God’s love.” We’re going to have to take the game to the enemy. “Be merciful to those who doubt; snatch others from the fire and save them.” Every person has to go for the ball. We have to play like our lives depended on it. Because they do. 

The coach pauses. Jude takes a deep breath. One last word: “Guys and gals, this game is not about us. We’re not playing for us. There’s more at stake.” He doesn’t say “win one for the Gipper.” The stakes are far bigger than that. Jude reminds them who they are playing for and why they are going to win. He begins with the last part first. 

“To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy . . .” Every victory is mental long before it’s physical. A team that’s convinced it can’t win, won’t win. Can’t do never could. That’s true in sports. It’s also true in faith. The church collectively, or believers individually, who doubt their spiritual strength or who wonder about their fate are destined for defeat before they start. But that is not the perspective of the New Testament, especially the book of Revelation. If you’ve never read the last chapter of a book, you don’t know how it ends. But the whole New Testament, especially Jude’s pep talk, is to prepare us for the last quarter, the grand finale.

We can because God can. Throughout the book we are told again and again of God’s capacity. Dr. Roger Thomas, from First Christian Church, Vandalia, MO gives a list of seven “ables” (not seven gables) in the New Testament. Each one confirms a truth we Christians must never forget.

1) Romans 16:25: Now to him who is able to establish you by my gospel,,,
2) 2 Corinthians 9:8: And God is able to make all grace abound to you… 
3) Ephesians 3:20: Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine… 
4) 2 Timothy 1:12: I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day. 
5) Hebrews 2:18: Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.
6) Hebrews 7:25: Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him…
7) These all naturally lead to this last word before the last battle, verse 24: To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy…

Our God can do what we can’t do. He will keep us standing. He will present us complete and spotless. In ourselves, we could never accomplish this. The enemy is too strong and we are too prone to giving up. So Coach Jude reminds us who we are playing for.

Jude says it’s all about God! Our God, our Savior, deserves all the credit. That’s who we are battling for! To the only wise God our Savior, [be] glory and majesty, dominion and power, both now and [for]ever. Amen. He is the only God. There is no other. Glory describes his worth; majesty his status. Dominion refers to his mighty control over the universe. His power gives him the right to rule. All of this is his. It belongs to him.

One of the great last words of Revelation is found in chapter 2, verse 8 - To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. Without him there would be no beginning; there would be no end. So, team, this is the big game! It all comes down to this. I hope you’ve come to play. The other side certainly has. This is going to require our very best! Don’t hold anything back. There’s no need to save anything. This is where we lay it all on the line. Our Lord deserves our best. Let’s win this one for him! 
Hallelujah! Amen.
