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God and Judgment – 18.11.07  St Michael’s

Our first reading was taken from the little read book of Malachi

The book of Malachi is the last book in what we often call the Old Testament (Hebrew scriptures)
It is a call by the prophet Malachi – a sort of outsider within his own people

· to hear what God is saying to the people

· it is always the one who does not belong who can see the truth more clearly – the outsider
The message of these few pages is this:

· “you need to renew your faith

· “your faith, expressed in your worship is shabby, disrespectful, and untruthful

· “your are cheating on God and have broken all the promises you made to him

· “You are tired with God

· “And now God will come and judge you”

Chapter four summary

“The great day of the Lord is coming

when all arrogant and bad people will be burnt up

and nothing of them will be left,

but those who respect the Lord will go out

like ‘new born calves leaping from their stalls’

and they will walk all over the bad people.”

What do you make of this God?

· I am not sure I want anything to do with him/her [him & her]

· who, if you do it wrong, or don’t tow the party line, but ‘does you in’

· but then pours all sorts of good things on those who do what he says

· this seems like an abusive God who wants to keep people in infantile relationships of reward and punishments

And how do we match this God up with the God we see in Jesus just half a dozen pages later

· Jesus the compassionate who seems to even overlook and cover the sin of so many

· where does forgiveness come into all this?

· what about mercy?

· what about collateral damage, innocent people caught up in this blood bath

· isn’t this coercion and manipulation?

· “do as I say or I’ll do you” – this is playground talk 

· but God . . . ???

YouTube – GodTube – ‘Eight reasons for not sharing your faith’

Because I can’t explain my faith myself

How do we make sense of this being in our Bible?

· In fact this is not an isolated case – more than half of the OT is prophecy

· much of it coming with predictions of judgement and catastrophe

At one level, the Bible does not speak with one [simplistic] voice – HEAR ME THROUGH!

· if you take one section of the Bible, you will get a different view of the world, of people and of God to another section

Some people talk of the Bible as being like our manual for Christian living

· if you need guidance on a matter of living – look up this text

· if you need advice on another matter – look up this passage

The problem with this approach to the Bible is that you can almost always find references to support the case you want to make, your side of the argument

· the Bible is then abused to reinforce what people ALREADY believe – reinforcing prejudices

· rather than the Bible informing what to believe and how we should live

Over the years, examples of this would include attitudes to:

slavery, racism, capital punishment, women rights, and today homosexuality

Taking the reading from Malachi, and many others with it, 
could easily lead us to believe that the God of the OT is either:

1. a nasty God who has cleaned up his act for the NT

2. or a completely different God, who should be now be sidelined and ignored 
[probably how most people deal with it]
Let me try and give you an alternative:

The Bible was not written in a few months/years by a small group of people with a common editorial board – tight agreement on most matters

· but probably over a period of a thousand years or more 

· by people from a wide range of different cultural backgrounds, 
even though almost al entirely Jewish
Over the writing of these texts we see mirrored in them the development of Faith of the communities from which they came.

· The Jewish/Christian faith was not just given

· it developed over the centuries, and is still developing

· coloured by the people’s perceptions of God

And remember, that most people’s experience of life, through which they had known God, has been hard, threatening, dangerous and difficult – don’t you think that this is going to colour their thinking

Just as today’s influences, of consumerism, the need for success and achievement, also infect our view of God and experience of faith

In the Bible we can see the development of faith of the people of God

· an unfolding story, not complete in any one part, except in the life of Jesus

· not even in the teachings of St Paul, only in the person of Jesus - whom we meet through these wonderful writings

· an honest account – not always putting God’s people in a good light

· a text ‘in travail’ – being worked out as history unfolds

So I can hear your next questions coming . . . .

1. Does that mean that we can ignore what Malachi [and other prophets] 
are saying?  NO.

2. Do believe, Graham, that Judgment is coming?  YES, it has come and it is coming.

3. Do I then believe in an angry irascible God?  NO.

4. Well how do we make sense of Malachi and the rest?

As human beings, we can only understand God in terms of the world within which we already live

The Lord is my shepherd

Jesus says, I am the Bread of Life

The Lord is King

Jesus is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world

You are the vine, we are the branches

But the Lord is not a shepherd, bread, a king, a lamb, or even a plant, a vine

And so it was easy to see judgment in terms of the world in which they lived -  a harsh world

with only a partial understanding of God – cos they had no understanding of the fullness in Jesus

· it was a more simplistic cause and effect world

· “you do something wrong, and you will get punished”

· along with many views of God in other religious traditions
“God gets angry when we do wrong things – we will get punished for them”

· it is an understanding of God, but it is an incomplete understanding of God
immature understanding 

So how does Jesus see it?  He believes in judgment

“If you gain the whole wide world, you will lose your soul”

“if you try and preserve your life, keeping it to yourself – you will lose your life”

“if your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light.  But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness”

Jesus saw that the consequences of what we do are our own judgement

If you chose a certain path in life – it will result in a related outcome

“if you never ever forgive, you will become embittered - eternally” this is Hell

“if you always have hatred in your heart, you will become isolated - eternally”

“if you always look after No.1 and ignore others, they too will ignore you - eternally”

“what you give out, is what you will receive” 
      why would you want anything different?
So in a sense, we chose our own judgement today

We are not just waiting fro some great examination at the end of time – pass or fail

The final judgment will just confirm the choices we made in life, today

“if we want live lives that exploit the resources of the world and its people, well, it will result in death – literally”

“if we turn against the immigrant, your society will suffer”

“if we pump too many greenhouse gases into the atmosphere – great floods will come”

“if we chose wealth, progress and success as our gods, disasters will happen”

In the gospels we do not have an image of God in Jesus who is ‘out to get us’

· but rather a God who wishes to save us from ourselves

· because judgement [or consequences] are inevitable if we live in wrong ways

So because of Jesus, we have a fuller view of God, based on love and forgiveness

But still with judgement 

· in Jesus we do not have an angry God wanting to get even

· but a suffering God wanting to save us from our self-destructing tendencies

So will an evil and terrible day come? – well I think it will if we carry on as we are – it has happened in the past and it can happen again – world wars

Is judgment going to happen to us? – I think it has happened, it is happening, and it will happen again – things go wrong when we make wrong choices

Is God angry with us?  No, I do not believe God is angry with us.  But I think God is sad.  Sad because he can see hurt happening to the very people he loves, because of the choices we make.

Is God on our side?  Most definitely.  Today we celebrate this in communion in our suffering God

God on our side
  standing along with the losers
  the rebels
  and the discontents.

God, not looking to blame
  but to save,
not looking to destroy 
  but to restore,
not seeking to annihilate
  but to preserve.

We are hopeless with our choices
  and self-seeking with our ambitions;
  constantly trying to preserve ourselves
  while refusing to ‘die’
  as Jesus invited us.

Save us from our sin,
save us from ourselves
save us from the consequences
  of not believing - 
  that you are to be trusted,
  and your love accepted.

No-one but Jesus gives us this hope.

Amen.



