The Wrath to Come

A sermon preached by the Revd. Theedore S. Atkinson at Knox Prasbyterian Church, Kearmore, NY, on
the Third Sunday of Advent, December 13, 1985, on 2ephanish 3:14-18a, Philippians 4 :14-7, Luke
2:7-18.

When | was in 9th grade | had & good friend by the narne of Bill Maharg.
His father owned s Plymouth Fury. One day when his {ather was out in
another car Bill got the keys to the Fury and we sat in the car while Bil)
drove back and forth in the drive way. As we see-sawed back and forth |
raised the inevitable question, "Can you tay rubber?” To prave he could Bill
backed the car down the drive way to the sidewalk, dropped it intec low,
and fioored it. Did we ever squeall He must have taken about a thousand
miles off the rear tires. We jumped out of the car and saw the tell-tale

rubber marks on the drive-way that would betray him to his father. We got

‘buckets-of-waterand sorig scrui brushes and {ried {o get rid of the marks.
We spent sn hour out there scrubbing away but the tell-tale rubber marks
were still there. Bill knew he'd get a licking from his father when he got
back. Since we couldn't hide our sin we decided to flee the wrath to come.
Bill and i hitch hiked frorn Mewark to Baltimore, Md. When we got there we
discovered we had no maney, we were hungry, and we had nowhere to spend
the night. We hitch hiked back to Glasgow, Delaware where a friend gave
us sommething to eat and let us spend the night in her parents car. Bill
soon began to reatise that running eway would only make his father il the
more angry. The next afterncon we decided {o go back hore. My mother
and Bill's mother greeted us with tears and hugs and wringing of haends.
"Where have we failed?” they cried. Bill's father, however, unlike the
father of the Prodigal Son, didn't kill the falted calf. He did, however, tan
Bi11's hide.

| thought of that incident when | read our Gospel Lesson. “who warned



ta

yau to flee from the wrath to come?” Human nature in every generation
tries to flee the wrath of God in the wrong way. 'We iry to cover up our
sins like Bill and | tried scrubbing away the tire marks. When we can't
hide our sins we try to run away from God by denying his existence or by
refusing to confess our sins to hirm and by staying sway from church and
our Christian friends.

1. What do you believe or think or feel about the wrath of Gor..z The
wrath of God isn't something we hear much about nowadays from the
pulpits of main-line churches. inreaction to the lurid descriptions of hell
snd the manipulative scare tactics of some evangelisis many peoplie have
negative reactions to the thought of God's wrath.

Sorne people think that wrath is an ineppropriete emotion for & foving

~God o TEelT Yétnone of us hes any problem reconciling ove and wrath in

ourselves. When we see & bully picking on our boy or girl we get engry.
when we hear that & drunken drivers has kill an innocent boy we feel wreth
st the injustice. ‘When people we jove sre viclimized we can't help feeling
wrath. Last night Key and stayed up to watch the Jirmie Stewart classic,
1t & Wanderru? {i7e The villain is the rich and powerful Mr. Potter.
Everybody in Bedford Falls comes crawling to hir. He flaunts his weslth
and has no quaims sbaut forcing people out of theit homes when they miss
a mortgage payment. You couldn't watch thet movie wikilout feeling wraih
towerds Potter. it's just not right that this selfish quy should get away
with his greed and injustice. And if he dies in his wealth and power surely
he must face God's wrath.

Hf God truly Joves humankind certainly he's filled with wrath when he
sees people treating others unjustly; when he sees people who have lois of

clothing when others are naked; when he sees some people with the best



of foods while others are hungry; when he sees us complaining about our
wages end salaries when some people don't even have jobs.

That must mske God reslly angry, don't you think? Thal was what was
making God angry with the muititues who asked John the Baptist, "what
then shall we do?” Joht's answer comes 65 @ surprise. Motice what he
daesyy't sey. He doesn ' say, "Receive Christ as your Savior, Believe an
the Lord Jesus Christ and thou shalt be saved. You must be born agsain.”
Mor does he tell thera they ought to pray more and read their Bibles. He's
talking to pecple who are the children of Abraham and presumably believe
in God and are trusting thet salvation comes from the Messigh., He's
talking to people like you and me whi trust in Christ and who are people of

the covenant.

= | nstesd Joth T thE v T Uoi G The OT prophets, eddressed social

sins. He demanded that penple should share with one ancther. [t was a
social gospel which Jaid it down that God will never absolve the person
who is cantent to have too much while others have too litile,

What must we do to? John the Baplist answered, "He who has two
coats, let him share with hirm who has nane; and he who has food, 1et him
do likewise.” Now when | read that verse | went to my closet to count my
suits. | have five suits and four sport coats. While I'mn wearing one of my
suits this morning four are hanging in my closet white lots of people are
freezing. That must meke God angry. And | heve Lo edmit | really don't
think ' going to give away those suits until they weer out or go out of
style. | know | can't absolve myself of my responsibility, but | live in @
saciety that makes it very difficult o obey God's ward. | need the help of
the church to help me escape the wrath of God. I'm in danger of the wrath

of God untess | obey that. But, you see, I'm afraid if | give away all but one




tet-him share with-him-who hasTiong; and He who s Teod, let iim do

of ry suits nobody else will and all of you will be better dressed them |
am. Mot only thet, gou'tl think I'm some kind of nut.

But, you see, you're in the same boat. You're slso in danger of the
wrath of God because yau have just as much as | do. As an evangelical
church we need to help each cther be obedient to the derands of the
gaspel. "Don't begin to say to yourselves, “We have Abrsham as our father';
for | tell you, God is sble from these stones Lo raise up children to
Abreham.” Don't begin to say, "But | got saved when | was 6 years oid. |
raised my hand and walked down the aisle and asked Jesus into ry heart.”
Don't say, "But 1've been born again and | really love going to church and
resding the Bible." Jesus said, "Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord, and do noi

the things that | tell you." John the Baptist said, "He who has two costs,

likewise.”

h Veur smd aborttms poruagve pluy, clidd abu se
do something difficult and hard* But when you water this down it means,

We always try to weter do)w the Word of God when it commands us to

at the very least, that God wants to change us and root out our greed and
discontent. Think of it this way. What if the corporate greed and
selfishness of our society, of which we are o part, which we support, end
to which we acquiesce, continues to grow? What if the rich nations
continue to get richer and the poor get poorer? Yhat will become of our
awn individusl discontent in thirty or forty years? wili we lei God root
and gauge it out of us s painful as that might be. Or will that discontent
with what we have grow?

As Christians we believe in the life everlasting. We believe we're
going to live farever; that death isn't the end for enybody. Now, if we

really believe in the life everiesting, the big question is this. What will



our discontent be like in & thousand years or a million years? What will
our selfishness be like in eternity if it keeps growing? You see, unless we
let God deal with our selfishness, our discontent and our dishonesty in this
life we won't be fit for heaven, We would make heaven & hetl of & place.
Therefore, what we must do to escape the wrath of God as God's covenant
people who confess Christ as Lord and Savior, is des] with thal discontent
within us and our soaciety and root it aut; roct out thet dishonesty, that
seifishness; that violence and thal false accusstion which aiwsys portrays
those with whomn we disagree in the worst Tight.

3. While warking on this sermon 1 struggled with what to do with the
0T Lesscn and the Epistle Lesson, They don't seem to fit in very well with

the austere message of John the Baptist. Zephaniah tells [sraet, "Rejeice,

The-tord has taken-away-the-judgmentsgygainst you—The KINgorsrael, the
Lord, is in your midst. He will rejoice over you with giadness, he wili
renew you in his love.” And Paul tells us to rejoice in the Lord always.
The Lord is at hand. He's nesr. How do these pagssages of joy fit in with
the preaching of John the Baptist?

An answer came to me when | was walching the Bill Cosby show on
Thursday night. A sexually active teenager came to Dr. Huxiable fors
physicel examnination. She was afraid she had some kind of sexuslly
transmitted disesse. She did this without her parent’'s knowing beceause
she feared their wrath. She didn't have the kind of relationship with her
parents that would encourage her to go to them no matter what the
problem. Thig got Dr. Huxktable wondering if his children trusted him
enough to come to him no matter what they'd done. He gathers everyone
together for a family caunsel meeting.

"wiho would you go to first it you reaily got into trouble?”



“Ohe of my friends!”

"Why wouldn't you come to me?”

“Because we're afraid of what you'd do to us.”

He assures themn that he wants them to come to him wher they are in
trouble, no metter what. He really loves them and ne mstier how bad
they've been he'll still love them snd do all he can to help them.

One of his daughters says, "But what if [ came and told you thet t've
been sleeping with iy boyfriend; wouldn't you be sngry.”

Cosby vainly tries to assure her that he wouldn't be engry. The whole
family laughs. They know that he loves his daughter so much that he'd be
terribly sngry with her. He finally admits that they're right, he would be

angry. But he wants them to know that, even if he is angry with them, he

loves-them snd wants-the-best-for them and-warns-thenTof-thedamger-they— —

might be in if they were to go to somebody etse for help.

It made me really think about the message of our Scripture Lessans.
Of course God gets angry when we're dishonest, selfish, urijust, and
discontent. How could he love us and not get angry. But he wents us to
have the kind of relaticnship with him that when we sin and mess up and
really get ourselves and others into trouble that we know we can come to
him and he'll forgive us. That's the primary thing Jesus came to tell us.
He came to rescue us, save us, from our greed and discontent. He gives us
the Holy Spirit to empower and refine us. Jesus went to the cross to tell
us that no matter whet we've done to make God angry, we can come home
and be forgiven. Yes, there's & 1ot of things in our lives that makes God
angry with us. Sure, God will discipline us. He may seyere/y discipline
us. We may bear the painful memories of that discipline for years. But

he's s0 happy when we come home to him. The Lord i s0 near to us. And



when we core home to him he rejoices like a laving father who loves his
prodigal son or daughter so much that he gives us a licking when we need
it.

Let us pray . O Lord Jesus Christ, who at your first coming sent your messenger {o prepars your
way befors you; Srant that the ministers and stewards of your mysteries may likewise 30 prapare and
make ready 1your way, by turning the hearts of the disobedient to the wisdora of the just, that at your
second coming to judaz the world we may be found an acceptable pzeple in your sight, who lives and
reigns with the Father and the Holy Spirit forever, one God, worid without end. Aman.
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