The Truth about Judgement (2 Thessalonians 1:3-10; 20/7/08)
Introduction: God is Just – Is he?

The Christians in Thessalonica were enduring persecution and trials (v3). Paul writes to encourage them. He does so by reminding them of God’s judgement (v5). He reassures them that God is just (v6) and that one day there will be a day of judgement and retribution. People react in several ways to this teaching today.

Many people are simply horrified at the idea of a God of judgement. Josie speaks for them when she says, “The only God that is believable to me is a God of love.” (The Reason for God, Keller, p68). A God of love cannot be a God of judgement. The idea that God will hold people to account and punish people is shocking and offensive.

But then there are others who see the world with so much injustice and pain. The poor are exploited and the rich oppress; the innocent suffer and the wicked prosper. And people ask, “How can there be a God of love? If he loves, he would do something; he would intervene; he would bring people to justice!”

Then there are others who would claim not to believe in God at all, so debate over a God of judgement or love is irrelevant. “When you die, that’s it!” There is no God to answer to. Now what if that is true? If it is, then “whether we are loving or cruel in the end would make no difference at all” (The Reason for God, p157). One character in an Arthur Miller play put it like this: For many years I looked at life like a law case. It was a series of proofs. When you’re young you prove how brave you are, or how smart; then, what a good lover; then, a good father; finally, how wise, or powerful…But underlying it all, I see now, there was a presumption. That one moved…on an upward path…where…I would be justified, or condemned. A verdict anyway. I think now that my disaster really began when I looked up one day…and the bench was empty. No judge in sight. This, he describes as despair because life has no purpose or meaning. I suggest to you that life is not like that. Life matters because God exists and he is both a God of love and of judgement. His love demands judgement. 

1) The Setting of Judgement (v7)

If God is just, when will we see it? The bible teaches us about a judgement day when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven. This is not going to be private affair, but a public event, with blazing fire and powerful angels. Don’t think Paul is getting carried away here; it’s exactly what Jesus taught (Mt 25:31f).  In fact, Jesus taught more about judgement day than anyone else in the NT. World history is heading towards a final courtroom scene, with Jesus as our Judge. This is in complete contrast to his first coming – as a baby in Bethlehem, where hardly anyone noticed; everyone was getting on with the business of life. Soon afterwards, Herod massacred Bethlehem’s babies. Do you think God has forgotten that atrocity? Herod will stand before King Jesus to answer for his actions. Justice will be done and be seen to be done, so that no-one will accuse God of injustice. This is the cosmic courtroom drama, and you and I will play our part.

In the film To Kill a Mocking Bird there is a powerful courtroom scene. Set in Alabama, USA in the 1930’s, a white lawyer defends a young black man, Tom Robinson, against the charge of attacking a white girl. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, Tom is found guilty. Later, in despair, he tries to escape and is shot dead. The outcome shakes the faith of the lawyer and his family in justice. He has to go and break the news to Tom’s family. The drama evokes anger at such injustice. The court had failed. An innocent man dies.

There’s something within us that cries out for justice. Sometimes our faith in the world’s justice systems is shaken. But here we see that a day of judgement is coming when there will be no miscarriages of justice. The judge cannot be deceived. He knows everything. No-one will be able to object to Jesus and say, “But you don’t understand!” He sees all the details of your case. Nothing escapes his notice. During his life here on earth we see that he knew what was going on in the hearts of men. He saw not only people’s actions but their motives too. No-one will be able to say to Jesus, “You’re judging me, but who gives you the right?” Jesus Christ is fully God and fully man – he’s perfectly qualified and authorised to judge everyone.

2) The Standard of Judgement (v8)

What will be the standard or law by which people will be judged? Firstly, the judge will punish those who do not know God. Notice that Paul does not say know about God. To know God means to be in a relationship with him, to know him personally, experientially. Does that surprise you? Many people think of judgement in terms of works: “If my good works outweigh my bad works, I’ll be OK!” But the standard of judgement will be relationship: do you know God?

Bertrand Russel, the atheist philosopher, was asked what he would say if, on Judgement Day, God asked him, “Why didn’t you believe in me?” His reply was, “Not enough evidence!” Others would agree. ‘How can we be judged for not knowing a God we cannot see and cannot even be sure exists?’ But what do we mean by evidence? Do we expect the evidence for God to grab us by the throat and force us to believe? The bible’s argument is that there is enough evidence for the existence of God (creation, conscience and Christ), for those who really want to know. But do we? Or are we much more interested in other things. If we cannot be bothered to search for God it must be that we think God isn’t worth knowing.
But someone may ask, “How can I know God? I can see evidence for his existence, I can know about him, but that’s not the same as knowing him!” Paul supplies the answer through the second standard of judgement: and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ has done everything necessary for you to know God. He’s provided a way for you to be forgiven and have at peace with God through his death as a sacrifice for sin. To obey the gospel does not mean to keep the rules but to believe in Jesus Christ. To obey the gospel means to stop trusting in yourself and start trusting in Jesus. To obey the gospel means to accept that God accepts and welcomes you freely as you receive Jesus Christ as your Lord and Saviour. I am the way, the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father [i.e. to know him] except through me. So the standard of judgement on the last day will be whether you obeyed the gospel. Did you believe? Because it’s through faith in Jesus that you come to know God.

I read an article last week illustrating this. Steve Stanley was writing to the Gideon magazine. As a boy of 12 at school he was given a red, Gideon New Testament. He shoved it in his draw, but never actually threw it away. Five years later he went on a geography weekend away. There were no other Christians, but the wonder of nature spoke to him of God’s existence: “Creation suddenly spoke volumes”. What did he do? “I started reading Matthew, three chapters each day in the morning, getting up at 6.30…I kept going, for a year. I just read and…prayed for understanding.” He met some Christians and started going to a church youth group where the good news was explained more clearly. At some point he trusted in Christ and at university began to grow in his knowledge of God. “I’m saved by God’s grace because I read his Word, and I can’t tell you how much it means to me, how much He means to me!” (Gideonnews Autumn 2007)
So Steve came to know about God through creation, and he came to know God through obeying the gospel – believing in Jesus. But what it if had been different? What if Steve had been confronted by the wonders of creation and his conscience said, “God must be there! None of this could have come about by accident!” And yet he did nothing about it. What if he went back home and left the NT in his drawer, suppressing any impulse to take and read? What would Jesus Christ say to Steve on judgement day? “I spoke to you through creation, but you suppressed the truth. You had my words in your room, but you refused to read it and seek me.” Steve would be judged because he did not know God nor obey the gospel.

What about you? God is constantly speaking to you of his existence. Even today, as you’ve made your way to this place, God has been communicating to you – through sky and sun, trees and animals, and other people, made in his image. Sometimes you may witness a miracle! He’s also given you access to the bible where you can hear and learn of the gospel. It seems to me that on judgement day Christ Jesus will judge us for how we’ve responded to these things. Do you know God? Have you believed the gospel? Some might ask, “But what about those who have never heard about Jesus?” God will judge each case fairly, but that doesn’t include us today. We’ve heard.

3) The Sentence of Judgement (v9)

The punishment for not knowing God and trusting Jesus will be: everlasting destruction, being shut out from the presence of the Lord. This doesn’t mean annihilation, but eternal ruin – ‘the loss of all that makes life worth living’ (Morris, TNTC). If this sounds serious then we need to realise that it is! Some people may object and say, “How shocking! What kind of a man could write this?” But exactly the same description of eternal punishment came from the lips of Jesus – the most loving man in history. Why are there such terrible consequences for not knowing God and believing the gospel? It’s not because Jesus is reacting spitefully towards those who have rejected him. Rather, it’s the Lord giving to people eternally what they have chosen consistently in time.

C S Lewis describes a bus load of people travelling from hell to the outskirts of heaven. They are told that if they leave behind their sin – their selfishness, pride and self-reliance - the coach trip can continue. But nobody wants to do that! Nobody wants to change! So the coach turns around. He concludes: There are only two types of people – those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ or those to whom God says in the end, ‘Thy will be done.’ All that are in Hell choose it.
Have you seen a screaming child in the arms of its father? “Let me go!” she keeps shouting. That’s like the person who rejects God. 

If you choose not to know God, then you are saying that you want to live without him. In doing that, you cut yourself off from all sources of love, beauty, mercy and meaning. God’s sentence of judgement is giving people what they have chosen; being cut off from God’s presence completely. At the moment, God’s presence is still in the world, restraining godlessness. But one day people will be shut out from his presence. Do you know what that will mean? Timothy Keller tries to describe people there: All their humility is gone, and thus so is their sanity. They are utterly and finally locked in a prison of their own self-centredness, and their pride progressively expands…They continue to go to pieces for ever, blaming everybody but themselves. Hell is that, writ large (The Reason for God, p79).
Conclusion

Jesus told a story of a man who hated his father. He was very keen to enjoy his father’s resources, but wanted no relationship with him. His father allowed him to go, taking his inheritance. And the son had a great time – initially. But his money and friends ran out. He ended up feeding pigs and longing to eat pig food. The he came to his senses and went back to his father, pleading for mercy. The father ran to meet him and embraced him, and celebrated his return.

Jesus told that story to show us what God is like when we come to our senses and turn back to him. He told it to encourage us to find mercy with God. Today is still a day of mercy and grace. Today is a day when you are urged to repent. The good news is that although you may have been far away from God for all your life, he promises to receive  and forgive you as you trust in Jesus his Son. And instead of eternal destruction he promises you eternal life.

But let me stress this: that opportunity for mercy will not always be there. A day is coming when it will be too late. That day will be the day of your death or the day of the Lord. God’s gracious offer to you will be withdrawn. So turn to him now!

I offered you complete forgiveness of sin

I offered to create a new heart within

I offered you Jesus, my very own Son,

But you would not believe in the work he had done

Life it is short! You know it so well!

I told you of death, of judgement, of hell

And now you are here – you’ve kept your last date

My offer is gone, and now it’s too late.

Don’t leave it too late.

