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The Last Sunday of the Church Year ~ Series B ~ November 22, 2009

Blameless before the Presence of His Glory


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

We begin today in Zechariah 3, where the prophet saw a vision of Joshua, the high priest standing before the Angel of the Lord.  Next to Joshua stood Satan, to accuse him before God and show his unworthiness.  As for the high priest himself, he was hardly blameless as he stood in the presence of God.  He was clothed in filthy garments—not just tinged with grime, but downright filthy, a violation of the Law set down for a high priest who was to come into the Lord’s presence, and a visible manifestation of his own personal sinfulness.

But this was about more than one man, for it was about all the city of Jerusalem.  If this was the condition of the man who stood between God and His people, what did this say about the condition of God’s people?  Surely, they were all unworthy of the Lord’s grace.  When Satan stood there to accuse Joshua, the high priest, he was there to accuse all of God’s people.  The filth of Joshua’s robe was his exhibit A.

But the Lord would have none of it.  He spoke, and His powerful, living Word crushed the accuser’s hopes.  To Satan, He said, “The Lord rebuke you, Satan!  The Lord who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you!  Is this not a brand plucked from the fire?”  Then the Lord commanded those who stood before Him to remove Joshua’s filthy clothes, and declared to him, “Behold, I have taken your iniquity away from you, and I will clothe you with pure vestments.”

Joshua’s filthy garments and filthier sin were removed from him.  He was clothed in a pure robe and righteousness, to be blameless in the presence of the Lord.  Satan’s case went down in flames for lack of evidence, because the Lord spoke His Word and plucked His people like a brand from the fire.

This sets the stage for today’s text, Jude 24-25: “Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before the presence of His glory with great joy, to the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever.”

As the short, 25-verse epistle concludes, it speaks of you being blameless before the glorious presence of God.  It’s a beautiful, blessed image.  But the first 19 verses of the epistle declare how unlikely it is.  In fact, Jude warns the people of God of a variety of sins that the devil, your own sinful flesh, and false teachers of the world use to seduce you away from your salvation.  

Jude warns of perverting God’s grace into sensuality, using forgiveness as an excuse to indulge in whatever sins you find pleasurable.  How easy it is to abuse forgiveness as a sort of get-out-of-jail-free card.  But to misuse God’s grace in such a way will harden your heart until finally you go ahead and sin without bothering to ask for forgiveness any more.  A Christian who refuses to repent of sinful thoughts, words, and actions is endangering his or her very salvation.  

An example of this would be a Christian who grows tired of his marriage, then seeks an unscriptural divorce.  Rationalizing that it will be forgiven, he falls into the trap of changing the grace of God into a license for immorality.  When a couple lives together without marriage, knowing that God calls it sin, but finding spiritual cover because they’re going to church, then choose to stay in that situation, they change the grace of God into a license for immorality.  When people say, “God loves me and wants me to be happy” to justify their homosexuality or extramarital affairs, they change the grace of God into a license for immorality.  

To underscore the seriousness of these issues and God’s passionate hatred for these sins, Jude gives examples from the Old Testament.  Each shows the severe and deadly consequences of unbelief.  Jude first warns of the sin of the Israelites, who followed the Lord out of Egypt toward the Promised Land, but then began to complain about His Word and ways.  They complained about the hardships of the march, God’s food, God’s chosen leader, Moses.  And then on the verge of entering their new land, they rejected all of God’s promises.  

At Moses’ intercession the Lord decided to spare the people from total destruction and forgive their sin.   But He announced a stern punishment: only the children of the nation would inherit the Promised Land.  As for the rest, their bodies would be littered over the wilderness during the next forty years of wandering.  St. Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 10:6, “These things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did.”   

How tempting it will be for you to believe you follow God in principle, but insist that it’s proper to make certain accommodations when His will and Word don’t seem to match up with yours.  Remember: when the people rebelled against God’s will in the wilderness, He struck them down for their unbelief.

Jude’s final Old Testament example of sin’s dread consequences is Sodom and Gomorrah.  At one time the Siddim valley was fertile and well-watered, and yet when the Lord was through with those wicked cities, the land was permanently scorched.  Nothing will grow there to this day.  But even worse, those impenitent sinners went to everlasting punishment, suffering the eternal fires of hell.  

Jude warns us against the sins of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Homosexuality and other sorts of sexual immorality twist God’s gifts of intimacy and procreation to deny His grace and goodness altogether.  You will be tempted to follow your own natural inclinations and believe that to be God’s will.  You’ll thus be tempted to believe that your sinful nature is purer than what God demands in His clear Word.

Jude further warns against those who, in defiling their flesh, reject authority and speak evil of it.  In other words, those who warn against immorality will be rejected and slandered by those who glorify it.  Few today have the courage to stand and denounce such sin.  Those who do are labeled “intolerant,” “unloving.”

Jude lists many other sins that will tempt you.  While you may not become a murderer like Cain, you may well harden your heart and fail to heed the Lord’s call to repentance.  You’ll be tempted to Balaam’s error, selling out your faith and integrity for temporal gain.  You’ll be tempted to the sin of Korah, who rejected God’s leader and sought to call himself as the prophet to the people.  You’ll be tempted to flatter people, using them to gain advantage and get your way.  You’ll also be tempted to cause divisions because you believe your way is right.  

All of these are in those first nineteen verses of Jude.  That’s what makes this a fitting text on this Last Sunday of the Church Year, because Scripture makes it clear the world will only grow worse as the Last Day approaches.  Frankly, it’s hard for me to imagine the world departing from God’s Word a whole lot more than it has; but then again, perhaps I am blessed with a limited imagination.  

But more important than what this epistle says about the world, is its message for you and me.  Please note, this is not a portrayal of the evil world out there.  These are sins that the devil will use to wrench you from the faith if he can, consigning you to the fires of hell.  These sins seek your death!  Don’t let them!  

Examine yourself for each of these sins, and remember that to sin once is to break the whole law.  As you look in the mirror of God’s holy Law, there is only one honest conclusion: left to yourself, you stand before God in a filthy robe.  Apart from Christ and His righteousness, the devil’s accusations about you and your sin are correct: you’re far too filthy-sinful to be in God’s presence forever.

The Good News, of course, is that you’re not left apart from Christ, because Christ has joined you to Himself.  Just as we had the privilege of witnessing in Ryker’s baptism, He who has redeemed you by His own holy precious blood and His innocent suffering and death has joined you to Himself, to His death and resurrection.  In Holy Baptism, He removed your filthy robe of sin.  There, He clothed you with His robe of righteousness.  There, you put on Christ.   

Therefore, if the devil were still able to stand before God’s throne and accuse you of your sin, Jesus Christ would readily say, “I rebuke you, Satan.  The one whom you accuse is one for whom I have died, one whom I have cleansed with My own righteousness.  Depart from Me, you and your lies.”

But since the devil no longer has a chance to appear before God, he speaks his accusations to you.  One of his ploys is to drive you to despair, accuse you of your sin by saying, “Look at all your sin.  Look at how defiled you are.  Your robe is filthy, and you surely cannot stand before God!”

At which point, you can respond, “So what!  I do not plan to impress God with my righteousness, for I have none.  I am a poor, miserable sinner.  But I stand clothed with Jesus Christ and His righteousness given to me in my Baptism.  For His sake God has given me eternal life.”  

When that is your confession of faith, the devil has no accusations left.  Like God’s people in Zechariah 3, Jesus has plucked you from the fire, refined and tempered by His work.  Like the high priest Joshua, He has removed your filthy robes and clothed you in His perfect righteousness.

Which brings up an important question: Knowing the many sins with which the devil will try to seduce and destroy you, and assured that Christ has won your salvation and made you His, how shall you then live?  

Build yourselves up in your most holy faith, says the text—the faith that God has declared to you.  Continue to confess your sins and rejoice that Christ has redeemed you—that is saving faith.  Remain in the love of God and the mercy of Jesus Christ.  Continue to receive the grace that your loving Father sent His Son to give.  Continue to receive the mercy that Jesus offers, because He has already suffered the judgment for your sin.  It is His love and mercy, not yours, that leads unto eternal life.

How shall you live in the meantime?  Keep your robe on—your robe of Christ’s righteousness given to you in your Baptism, and cleansed in the blood of Christ through daily contrition and repentance.  Continually examine yourself; and confess the truth that you cannot stand in God’s glorious presence on your own merit, but that for Jesus’ sake you surely will.  

Knowing God’s mercy, you will be equipped and motivated to show mercy to others.  As Jude puts it, to “save some by snatching them out of the fire.”  And how is this done?  By proclaiming to them God’s Word—that Law which shows them how filthy their robes, and the Gospel that declares to them Jesus as their Savior.  By this Word, the Holy Spirit does the work of salvation.  That’s how Joshua was snatched from the fire and made clean.  That’s how you and I were snatched from the fire and made clean—through the Word of God and Holy Baptism.  That is still the only way that people are saved from God’s fiery wrath and brought into eternal life.  

While we certainly help people with their physical needs with our acts of mercy as we are able, that does not snatch them out of the fire.  We therefore compassionately proclaim God’s Word, and we do so with this distinction: we hate the garment defiled by the flesh.  We hate that filthy robe of sin that is naturally ours.  Therefore, we don’t make room for all those sins that would lead us away.  

While so many churches sadly declare that immorality is no longer a sin, the Lord gives us no permission to do so.  We therefore maintain the distinction between truth and error, right and wrong; because to make allowances for sin is to lie, to tell people they can wear filthy robes in God’s glorious presence.  That’s leaves them in the fire.  So rather than giving permission to sin, we gladly proclaim Jesus Christ, who is able to keep you from stumbling.  But should you fall, He has grace to clothe you with His righteousness once more.  The forgiveness He won on the cross covers all sins—even those sins of which we’ve been speaking.

To a world in need of our Lord’s mercy, we preach a message of repentance and faith.  We preach Law and Gospel.  We proclaim Christ crucified, who has rebuked the devil and clothed you with His righteousness in your Baptism.  We proclaim Christ crucified, present with you also in His Word and Supper to forgive your sins.  Through these means of grace, you are prepared for the day when He will present you blameless before the presence of His glory with great joy.

Indeed, even now, you are forgiven for 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. 

