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“The Last Word on Judgment”



Revelation 15:1-8

Judgment is coming – because justice is needed. (Say it with me) In this chapter and the end of the previous chapter we find that “the hour of God’s judgment has come” (14:7) Using the metaphor of the prophets, John writes in Revelation 14:15 “The harvest of the earth is fully ripe.” The harvest, of course, means the separation of the grain from the stalk. The general theme of judgment builds throughout the remainder of Revelation until chapter 20 and John’s vision of the great white throne judgment. “Why judgment?” you may ask. It all sounds so harsh and unkind. But does it?
In his controversial book Love Wins, Rob Bell the pastor of Mars Hill Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan questions the traditional teaching about hell in Christian beliefs. In one section of the book he writes, “I remember arriving in Kigali, Rwanda, in December 2002 and driving from the airport to our hotel. Soon after leaving the airport I saw a kid, probably ten or eleven, with a missing hand standing by the side of the road. Then I saw another kid, just down the street, missing a leg. Then another in a wheelchair. Hands, arms, legs—I must have seen fifty or more teenagers with missing limbs in just those first several miles. My guide explained that during the genocide one of the ways to most degrade and humiliate your enemy was to remove an arm or a leg of his young child with a machete, so that years later he would have to live with the reminder of what you did to him.”

Bell asks, “Do I believe in a literal hell?” Of course. Those aren’t metaphorical missing arms and legs. Have you ever sat with a woman while she talked about what it was like to be raped? How does a person describe what it’s like to hear a five-year-old boy whose father has just committed suicide ask: “When is daddy coming home?” Judgment is coming – because justice is needed.
Rob Bell says, “I’ve seen what happens when people abandon all that is good and right and kind and humane.” He says, “Once I conducted a funeral for a man I’d never met. His children warned me when they asked me to do the ser​vice that I was getting into a mess and that the closer we got to the service itself, the uglier it was going to get. This man was cruel and mean; to everybody around him. No one had anything positive to say about him. The pastor’s job, among other things, is to help family and friends properly honor the dead. This man made my job quite difficult. I eventually realized what they meant by ‘ugly.’ When he realized he was about to die he had his will rewritten. He purposely left relatives out who were expecting something and gave that wealth to other family members he knew they despised. He changed his will so there would be pain and anger at his funeral.” 
Eugene Peterson seems to say that John, the writer of this book of Revelation, believed so strongly in judgment because of all the “Life is not fair” times, all the senseless violence, all the organized persecution and all the martyrs’ deaths of his own dear friends and family members that he had seen in his lifetime. Judgment is coming – because justice is needed.
The call for judgment is the climax of the Apocalypse. Judgment is not abstract or a concern for ethical decorum, nor is it a call for a just society. It is not a “concern” at all; it is a cry, because those who are hurt want relief, those who are bullied want fairness, and those who are pushed around want dignity. The biblical question “How long?” has been prayed for centuries by psalmists and saints. How long will God permit goodness and beauty and truth to be violated by evil schemers and godless crooks? How long do we have to put up with might-is-right arrogance?

The question echoes through the centuries. The injustices are not always apparent; moreover the cries for fairness are not always heard. “For every major martyr killed in courageous confrontation with the wicked, there are a million minor martyrs under that altar who persevere through lifetimes of injustice, crying silent prayers,” says Peterson.
Judgment is coming – because justice is needed. The desire for judgment slowly grows because the frustration slowly deepens. All the raw material of injustice is served up in the ordinary experience of being female or male, being child or parent, being husband or wife, being employer or employed. We don’t have to wait around for a war, or go to the ghetto, or get caught in organized persecution. In the daily places of love and work we come up against seemingly irreparable injustice. 
“The world is not a good place for justice,” says Eugene Peterson. 
“We are terrifyingly free to do as we please,” says Rob Bell.

Does either of those thoughts make it easier to view and appreciate the judgment of God as depicted in Revelation 14-20?  It does for me. As my indignation over the state of world affairs rises, so does my anticipation of a day of judgment when all will be put right by a God whose very nature is just. But our human tendency is to cry, “How long, O Lord? How long?”
So what accounts for the incredible persistence of this age old cry? When great crowds of peo​ple give up on God and go into the streets to get what they can with through violence, what accounts for the remarkable minority of the human race who do not, but who stay, and cry, and wait? 
By now we should have learned to expect John’s answer, namely, worship. Worship provides the context for the paradox of believing in jus​tice while experiencing injustice, just as it has provided the con​text for everything else that has been lifted out of our everyday lives and brought into Revelation. The long-delayed but now approaching judgment takes shape in an act of worship. Seven angels of judgment get ready for their work while the con​gregation sings a hymn. They sing the song of the Lamb. (You’ll find it in italics in today’s Scripture in your bulletin).
Deuteronomy 32 is where this song was first taught to Israel by Moses (and Jesus). John develops the emphasis by designating the congregational hymn that is sung while the action of judgment is being prepared as “the song of Moses . . . and the song of the Lamb,” in Revelation 15. The hymn text is found in verses 3 and 4, a much-abridged version of Deuteronomy 32.  But there is enough to bring to mind the awe​some position in which we find ourselves as a saved people, set down in a dangerous world. Just as Israel “bought with a price” and trained in the rough disciplines of the wilderness years, purged and toughened by the judgments of God, is ready to enter into the promised land, so are we. 
Judgment is coming – because justice is needed.
I think it’s interesting that there has been a proliferation of “Judge” shows on television in recent years. It started with The People’s Court and Judge Wapner. Spinoffs with tough judges who belittle people and tell them off, like Judge Judy, Judge Mathis, Judge Hatchett, Judge James Curtis, Judge Mills Lane, have appeared and the list goes on and on. You can tune into Court TV and watch people being judged any time you want. We are fascinated with someone getting their just due — as long as it isn’t us. Let’s hope that none of us will ever have to stand in front of a TV judge. 

But there is a judgment coming in which all of us will take part. The Bible says, “He has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead” (Acts 17:31). We will be on trial for how we have used our lives and whether our relationship with Jesus Christ was authentic or hypocritical. We will not be standing before a judge who is subjective, biased, yielding to pressure, or ill-tempered, but the Judge of all the universe whose ways are “Just and true.” (Revelation 15:3). Yet, all the more reason to take the final judgment seriously, because of this sobering truth. In a moment we’ll say The Apostle’s Creed which states that Jesus Christ “will come to judge the quick and the dead.” 
Judgment is coming – because justice is needed. 

And not surprisingly, God has the last word on judgment. Amen.
