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Condemnation	  or	  Consolation?	  
 
The Day of Judgment.  The Day of Wrath.  The Day of Reckoning.  Hollywood, major 
publishing houses, television evangelists, and even street corner preachers have made a 
lot of money feeding off of people’s fear of the end of the world, our thirst for vengeance  
and retribution, our need for judgment and justice, and our insatiable curiosity about what 
it will all look like in the end.  Will God’s judgment show up as a nuclear holocaust that 
will obliterate the earth and everything in it?  Will the wrath of God be poured out 
through the explosion of the sun or in a massive asteroid that plummets to the earth?  
Will aliens, mechanical, or biomechanical artificial intelligence wipe us all out?  Will the 
time of reckoning be preceded by the slow but steady destruction of the earth and its 
ability to sustain life?  There is no shortage of images and ideas which fire our 
imagination the way that end-of-the-world thinking does.  Our curiosity about such 
matters has pervaded human history, and even now, there are many who claim to see the 
signs of God’s Day fast approaching. 
 
As I mentioned in a recent sermon, preachers tend to either focus on the wrath and 
judgment of God to the exclusion of God’s love and grace, or on the grace of God to the 
exclusion of his justice. A cursory glance through the bible would offer evidence for both 
positions.  Those who tend to focus on the wrath of God find significant support in the 
Older Testament, particularly in the words of prophets like Zephaniah or Amos.  Those 
who prefer to rest in the winning love of God, look to Jesus, (who they say has nothing at 
all to do with that mean, angry God of the Older Testament) for compassion and mercy 
and love.  For these folks, the Older Testament is an archaic and irrelevant body of texts, 
speaking only about rules and regulations and punishment, and isn’t all of that what Jesus 
came to overcome?    
 
But we must be careful not to dismiss the doom and gloom of the prophet too quickly.  
After all, the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament) were the scriptures of Jesus himself.  
He was a faithful and devout Jew.  Not only that, but if we really believe that Jesus is 
God himself, in the flesh, we can’t so easily ignore the connection and consistency 
between the God of the Old Testament and the God of the New.  So, how do we reconcile 
these two extremes between judgment and grace, wrath and mercy, condemnation and 
consolation?  Can God be the God of both?   
 
Perhaps the best way to resolve our discomfort with these two seeming contradictions 
within God is to look more faithfully at the scriptures as a whole.  Perhaps the way to 
find hope in judgment is to look at the harsh reality of our existence in opposition to God, 
and so have a greater appreciation for the life-saving and creation-altering measures God 
has taken to ensure that we don’t remain mired in darkness forever.  Perhaps then we 
might be able to look to that Day of the Lord with eager expectation and anticipation of 
the long-awaited restoration of all things. 
 
Zephaniah was a prophet who was concerned that God’s people didn’t fully appreciate 
the situation they were in.  They had been lead by a number of corrupt kings who had 
encouraged the people to integrate the religious practices of their pagan neighbours.  
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Forgetting their love for God, and God’s love for them, the Israelites became self-
indulgent and spiritually perverse.  They committed idolatry by adopting outside religious 
ideas and practices into their worship.  They behaved as though the God of Abraham and 
Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, and Ruth was of no real consequence to their lives or the world.  Put 
simply, they were practical atheists – people who behaved as though God didn’t exist, 
and even if he did, he was largely irrelevant and they could do whatever they wanted.     
 

At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps  
and punish those who are complacent,  
who are like wine left on its dregs,  

who think, ‘The LORD will do nothing,  
either good or bad.’ (Zephaniah 1:12, NIV) 

 
In our own time, we too behave as though God is irrelevant.  Much of what people used 
to believe about God is now considered ignorant superstition.  We enlightened folks 
know better, don’t we? Most of the world behaves as though it can safely ignore God – 
he hasn’t showed up for so long, what makes anyone think he will show up anytime 
soon?  
 
Even within our own religious institutions this reality is evident.  Our opinion about the 
relevance of God in our lives together shows up in the way we prioritize things in the 
church.  In many churches people are far more concerned about whether the communion 
table has been polished recently than they are about whether we have worshiped in spirit 
and in truth, watered down the Good News of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ, or have 
remained faithful to scripture and our creeds.   
 
At the same time, there persists a quiet and sometimes unspoken superstition that maybe 
there is a God up there after all, who is keeping a ledger of who has been bad and who 
has been good and we will have to face which ever way the scales tip on the Day of 
reckoning (sounds a bit like Santa Claus if you ask me).  But superstition aside, scripture 
does promise us that God will have his day:  “a day when life bursts out beyond our 
control and our management in ways that threaten to undo us” (Walter Bruggemann). 
 
It wasn’t difficult for the Hebrew prophets to imagine such a day.  After all, most of the 
time the threat of disaster and invasion overshadowed their every day existence.  So too, 
for Paul and his contemporaries: the threat of persecution, invasion, death, pain, and 
suffering were very real and very tangible threats.   
 
One doesn’t need to be superstitious or religious to see that even in our day, a day of 
judgment isn’t hard to imagine.  Given the realities of the war on terror, the 
environmental crisis, and the unstable global economy, surely we must see that the future 
of the world is beyond our control, and even beyond our imagining. There is no amount 
of money, technology, or arms that is going to save us from the consequences of our 
insatiable greed and self-serving.   
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I think one of the most crucial questions for us in the church is how will we move 
forward with God’s people toward that day, with hope rather than with fear, with trust in 
God’s sovereignty rather than with anxiety about whether we have been bad or good.  
How will we anticipate the return of our Lord: a return that will put everything right by 
sorting out the weeds from the wheat and the goats from the sheep.  
 
One of the ways that we can move forward toward that Day with hope and peace is by 
remembering the words of Zephaniah and the words of Paul to the church.  God reminds 
his people that “he has taken away the judgment from you… [for] the king of Israel, the 
Lord is in your midst; you shall fear disaster no more (Zeph 3:15).  We who confess Jesus 
as the Lord who is in our midst know that he has removed God’s just judgment from us 
and has taken it upon himself in our stead.  And in this God has restored us to full 
fellowship with him.  He has given us the gift of a barrier-free, judgment-free relationship 
of love and self-giving, to be shared with the Father and the Son, in the power and 
presence of the Holy Spirit.  God’s work in Jesus Christ on the cross is essentially 
restorative not retributive as it eliminates the barriers of sin (idolatry, greed, self-serving, 
etc.) that keep us from being fully and completely in the presence of and in loving 
relationship with God.  And the Good News is that there is nothing – no amount of our 
goodness or badness – that can change that reality.  Our hope lies solely in the fact that 
because of Jesus Christ, we are not in the darkness, we are not destined for wrath but for 
salvation through and in Jesus Christ (1 Thess 5:5-10).  This means that God’s love 
poured out on us through the horror of the cross is actually a tremendous act of grace.  
God’s judgment is ultimately an act of gracious restoration.  
 
So, does that mean we can rest on His laurels and do whatever we want, secure in our 
experience of restoration until the time when Jesus finally returns?  By no means!  One of 
the crucial elements of any 12-step program, after the admission that we are powerless 
over our circumstances, is the process of taking a moral and spiritual inventory.    We 
cannot improve ourselves of our own strength, we cannot turn from idolatry of our own 
strength, we cannot stay in the Way of Christ of our own strength – but that doesn’t 
absolve us from the responsibility to face the way we respond to God’s grace in our lives.  
Far more often than not, we behave as if the “Lord in our Midst” isn’t really in our midst.  
But Paul reminds us that the risen Lord is with us, always, to the end of the age.  And for 
that reason, let us not slack off in living as God’s people, moving with him toward the 
completion of his kingdom.  Let us not trivialize God’s work within us. Let us not behave 
as practical atheists.  Let us put on the breastplate of faith and love and the helmet of 
hope and encourage one another and build one another up.  
 
This is the way we bear witness to what we say we believe about God and his reign in the 
world.  We love one another with a love that trusts in God’s love and grace for us, and 
that builds one another up rather than bringing one another down.  We demonstrate 
faithfulness in worship and in our conduct together.  We become a community where 
people belong.  It is in this that the nations (the people “out there”) will see that the Lord 
really is God, and that he his presence in this world isn’t wishful thinking but a real 
reality, for it is His Spirit that forges the bonds of love, loving service, and faithful 
discipleship among us.   
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Next week marks the end of the Christian calendar year.  It is the time when we 
acknowledge before the world that we live what we proclaim – that Jesus is Lord, the 
beginning and the end of all things, and is sovereign over all creation. The week after 
next, we move into Advent.  We join our voices with those who have gone before us, 
crying out for a Saviour to rescue us from a world of war, suffering, hopelessness and 
darkness.  We prepare for the coming of the God who has determined to make his home 
with us, and who will come among us again, to finally complete his work of putting 
everything right.  We look with eager expectation to the time when everyone and 
everything will know in the deepest parts of their beings that He is the king, the Lord in 
our midst!  God consoles us with his love rather than condemns us for our failures.  So, 
take heart!  Love one another!  And know that God’s justice for a corrupt world has been 
satisfied in Jesus Christ, and we are the recipients of that gracious act of love.   
 


