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Pentecost 24 ~ Series B ~ November 15, 2009

Of Dust, to Dust, and Out of the Dust

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

One day, a young boy sat in the pew at church as the pastor preached a sermon on man’s creation and fall into sin.  He listened carefully as the pastor told how God had formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.  The boy’s eyes grew wide as the pastor’s voice rose while he quoted the Lord’s words to Adam regarding the consequences of his sin: “You are dust, and to dust you shall return.”   

It must have made quite an impression.  Later, that night, the boy’s mother heard a yell from her son’s bedroom.  She went running frantically up the stairs and he met her halfway.  “Mom,” he said with great concern, “Do you remember that the pastor said that we are made out of dust and to dust we shall return?  I just looked under my bed and someone is either coming or going!”

Cute!  Maybe.  But it brings up a serious question.  Which is it?  Coming or going?  That is the question we examine today under the theme, “Of Dust, to Dust, and Out of the Dust,” based upon our text for today, Daniel 12:1-3:

“At that time shall arise Michael, the great prince who has charge of your people.  And there shall be a time of trouble, such as never has been since there was a nation till that time.  But at that time your people shall be delivered, everyone whose name shall be found written in the book.  And many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.  And those who are wise shall shine like the brightness of the sky above; and those who turn many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever.”

The prophet Daniel, writing some 500 years before the birth of Christ, gives us a brief glimpse of the end of time.  “There shall be a time of trouble, such as never has been since there was a nation till that time.”  Imagine the cosmic devastation of “2012,” the dire predictions of Al Gore and his global warming disciples, and Glenn Beck’s apocalyptic warnings of economic collapse all rolled into one.  It’s enough to make the most wild-eyed optimist sell everything, go out and buy gold, and then hunker down in his compound with a year’s worth of food and supplies, and enough non-hybrid seeds for a one acre survival garden.  

Of course, it wouldn’t really matter.  This is the real end of the world as we know it.  This is the Last Day.  This is the time of the end.  The end of time.  

But in order to understand the end, we have to go back to the beginning.  Genesis 1: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”  Genesis 2:  “The Lord God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature.”  God breathes life into man and bestows His image upon man.  It is a beautiful act of love that unites God and man together in a perfect relationship.  It is very good.  

But it would not last.  Man disobeys God’s command not to eat of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Adam and Eve are convinced by Satan that God is holding something back from them.  There are other blessings, more information that God has reserved for Himself, and man is being shortchanged.  

The deceiver gets them to doubt the character of God and the veracity of His Word.  “Did God actually say…? (3:1).  “You will not surely die…” (3:4).  “God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” (3:5).  Eve was convinced, and Adam along with her, that there was something desirable that God was not sharing—so they took it—so they ate.  And their eyes were opened wide—in terror.

Now they knew.  Now they understood.  But what they learned was not the knowledge they sought.  They learned about death.  They learned about evil.  They would know the curse.  They would know these things not just theoretically, but experientially—first hand.  They learned that the good image of God had been forfeited, not gained.  They learned that the breath of life is fleeting if God withdraws His life-sustaining power.  They learned that they will suffer death.  They learned that they will return to the dust from which they came.  

It is a tragedy of epic proportions.  A tragedy that rivals any tragedy that is yet to come in their young world.  Nothing could be worse.  Nothing could be more devastating.  Nothing could be more final, for they have lost the image of God and destroyed their relationship with Him—they have died spiritually.  And they will die physically as well: “You are dust, and to dust you shall return.”

But God is gracious, and God is merciful, and God is love, and because of who He is, He promises to raise them up from the dust once again.  God promises to restore life and restore the image.  God promises that a champion, a Messiah, will be delivered to mankind through the woman’s Seed.  God promises that this Messiah will do battle with the evil one and that that old serpent Satan will will be condemned to the dust of defeat.  God promises—and the great battle begins.

Welcome to the war—the pain and suffering of this battle take their toll on us.  Every living being since the days of Adam and Eve has toiled with the reality of sin and the devastation it brings.  Every day we feel the knife of mortality as it cuts through our body with sickness and disease.  Every day we experience the gnawing of sin as its tears at our hearts and souls.  Every day we feel the darkness as it chokes us off from our God.  Every day we wrestle with futility as what are intended to be joyful vocations become painful toil.  Satan, the world, and our sinful flesh separate us from God and intend that this division becomes permanent.

As Daniel tells us, this a time of trouble like no other.  This is the greatest distress, the most devastating reality, and even though man is responsible for this environment, there is nothing we can do to withstand the attacks.  In fact, Scripture tells us that if God had not cut this time short, no one would survive.  

This is our life.  This is the reality to which we have been brought by sin.  Look around: war, hunger, genocide, homocide, abortion, economic collapse, unemployment, hatred, anger, broken relationships… behavior that shows no sign of a relationship once shared with God.  A time of trouble such as has never been seen before—but also a time of promise!

   Into the midst of this battle, into the midst of our oppressive need, God sends His Son.  God sends His only-begotten Son into our flesh that He might do battle on our behalf.  Christ has come to deliver us from sin, death, and Satan.  He comes into our world, to walk in the dust of our destruction, to do that which we cannot do.  Christ fights for us—not with us—for us, in our place.  Christ fights for us, taking the battle to the cross of Calvary.  There He sheds His blood as a holy sacrifice for our sin.  There He pours out His life.  There He dies in our place.

Christ is taken from the cross and placed into the tomb.  He is interred into the dust of this earth in death—a death that is our doing.  Christ is buried in death, but not for long!  After three days, He wins the victory by rising from the dead.  He is the firstfruits of those who rise from the dead, for truly, He is the one who overcomes the curse.  Out of the dust of death, He brings life.

And the grace-filled reality for us is this: because He had risen from the dead so shall we!  Christ’s victory is our victory for He has fulfilled God’s promise and delivered us from sin and death.  He has written our names in the Book of Life.  Daniel tells us that indeed our names are recorded, we who are wise by faith, we who have been clothed in Christ’s righteousness.

This is the promise fulfilled as told in the Book of Daniel.  Out of the dust will God raise the dead.  Those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake on the Last Day—God’s promise of a bodily resurrection.  Death is “the last enemy to be destroyed” (1 Corinthians 15:26).  It will be destroyed by Him who, at His own resurrection, broke the power of death.  In the great resurrection on the Last Day, God’s people—those who have been written into the Book of Life—will rise to everlasting life to shine like stars forever with Christ.  They will live with God in an existence that is perfect and never-ending.

Sadly. those who spent their earthly lives evading God will experience a different fate in the great resurrection of the Last Day.  They will hear God say, “Very well, you wanted to be without Me; now be without Me—forever!”  And they shall be sentenced to perpetual divorce from God—a never-ending existence of “shame and everlasting contempt.”  To suffer everlasting death with Satan and His evil angels.

This idea of eternal condemnation goes down hard for many people who picture God as a loveable but spineless being who wouldn’t do anything worse to a person than speak a sharp word, or perhaps give a slap on the wrist.  But that depiction wouldn’t make for a very “manly” man, much less a “godly” God.  

No, the Bible paints a far different picture of God.  This is the same God  who at the time of Noah threw oceans of water over the mountain tops, drowning a whole world of screaming people.  The same God who scorched Sodom and Gomorrah in a hurricane of fire.  This is the same God who fed wicked Jezebel to the dogs.  The same God who destroyed 185,000 of Sennacherib’s finest soldiers in one night.  This is the same God who sent His angel of death to kill all the firstborn sons of Egypt in the Passover.  The same God who poured out all of His wrath for the sin of the world on His firstborn, His only-begotten Son as He hung on the cross in our places.  That same God still reigns in heaven.

And He has told us what He has done before, He will do again.  Those who on Judgment Day are sentenced to shame and everlasting contempt will not be thrown out on some cosmic junkpile, where worn-out human beings are discarded.  They are, after all, human beings, and God would never dishonor a human being by treating him or her as a thing.  For all eternity they will retain their ability to experience God’s eternal rejection.  They will suffer the torments of hell, where the fire is never quenched and the worm does not die, where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.

In sharp contrast to the damned are the believing children of God, for whom Judgment Day will be a triumph.  They are described as “those who are wise.”  By God’s grace, from His Word they have learned to recognize their sinfulness as well as their only Savior from sin.  And they hold onto that faith in spite of the assaults of the devil, the world, and their own sinful flesh.

It isn’t easy to hold onto the truth of God’s Word in the face of temptation.  It isn’t easy in times of persecution to remain wise, to show sober and sound judgment.  One of the outstanding ways to show Christian wisdom is by word and example—to be a light in the world, helping others to find the way into God’s family and ultimately to a place at God’s side.  Such will live in glory forever, as they shine like the brightness of the heavens.  

Our text give only a brief summary of the end—its tribulation and triumph.  But God gives a fuller revelation of the time of the end in the pages of the New Testament.  We know that on Judgment Day we will not only stand before God and be judged, but we also have the promise—the almost unbelievable promise!—that through Christ we will actually find approval, that we will please God.  Through faith in Christ’s perfect life and His innocent death, we will not only be pitied by God but delighted in, as a father delights in His own child.  We will be taken to live with Him in Paradise forever. 

A return to Eden will be accomplished.  On the Last Day, God finishes His work of re-creating this fallen world.  Out of the dust of death He brings forth life, and we, His new creation, live in this life from everlasting to everlasting.  For on the Last Day, He who created us of the dust will re-create us, raising us out of the dust.  We will live forever, united with God as He intended from the beginning.  

Even today you have a foretaste of that blessed union and communion.  Christ comes to you in His life-giving Word and Sacraments.  In Baptism, He has washed away your sins and given you His Holy Spirit.  In His holy Supper He feeds you His very body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins and the strengthening of your faith unto life  everlasting.  In His preached Word, He tells you of His work of salvation, in which He has destroyed the power of sin, death, and the devil, and promises that He will raise you to eternal life. 

Through each of these means of grace, the Lord God continues bringing you this Good News: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

