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O that you would tear open the heavens and come down, so that the mountains 

would quake at your presence – as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes 

water to boil – to make your name known to your adversaries, so that the nations 

might tremble at your presence! When you did awesome deeds that we did not 

expect, you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence.  

  

From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any God 

besides you, who works for those who wait for him. You meet those who gladly do 

right, those who remember you in your ways. But you were angry, and we sinned; 

because you hid yourself we transgressed. We have all become like one who is 

unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth. We all fade like a leaf, 

and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away.  

  

There is no one who calls on your name, or attempts to take hold of you; for you 

have hidden your face from us, and have delivered us into the hand of our iniquity. 

Yet, O Lord, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all 

the work of your hand. Do not be exceedingly angry, O Lord, and do not remember 

iniquity forever. Now consider, we are all your people. —Isaiah 64:1-9 

  

 

But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, 

but only the Father. Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will 

come. It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves 

in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch. 

Therefore, keep awake – for you do not know when the master of the house will 

come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, or else he may 

find you asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I say to you I say to all: Keep 

awake! —Mark 13:32-37 

 

  

Judgment! It’s such a frightening prospect. I wonder: what do you think of when you think of 

judgment?  

  

Do you remember those creative billboards put up several years ago? One said “Let’s meet at my 

house Sunday before the game”(signed) – God. “C’mon over and bring the kids” (signed) – God. 
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In fact, all of these billboards are signed “God.” Some of them were warnings, like: “What 

part of ‘Thou Shalt Not’... didn’t you understand?” or “Have you read my #1 best seller? There 

will be a test!” or “You think it’s hot here?” And “That ‘Love Thy Neighbor’ thing? I meant it.”  

  

One announces “My way is the highway” and yet another simply declares “We need to talk.” But 

my favorite of all these messages from God seeks, threatens, and cajoles like a parent speaking to 

squabbling children, threatening “judgment.” It simply warns “Don’t make me come down 

there!”  

  

We have come again to the season of Advent, a time of waiting and preparation! While the 

secular world begins to celebrate Christmas as a commercial holiday of conspicuous 

consumption, the church practices a spiritual discipline. Instead of starting Christmas revelries 

five weeks early, the church holds back to wait for God’s timing, to wait for God’s intervention, 

to wait for God to come in person. The problem is, we just don’t expect God! God has reached 

out to humanity so many times, in so many ways – in just about every way but billboards or 

telephone calls, I suppose. Didn’t God choose the patriarchs and matriarchs of Israel to reveal the 

divine love and promise? Didn’t God enter a covenant relationship with God’s people and reveal 

a way of life that makes for peace and wholeness among humanity? Didn’t God send the 

prophets to warn us that our obsession with ourselves, disregard for the poor, and casual 

disregard in God’s way would lead to disaster?  

  

It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see, like the ancient prophet Isaiah, that God does have to 

come down here! Can we not see, as Isaiah saw, that we need a savior? And so God did come in 

person, in the person of Christ, to call us to life.  

  

Yet, what God does is not “judgment” as we typically think of it! When you think of judgment, 

what comes to your mind? Do you conjure up images straight from Dante’s Inferno? Do you buy 

into Dante’s eternal fire and the smell of brimstone, with multiple levels of torment, of thirst 

which will never be quenched, with nothing to ease your suffering? Is that the condemnation you 

believe Christ will hand out?  

  

Or when you think of judgment, do you think of the “Left Behind” series by those 

apocalyptogetes, Jenkins and Lahaye? They’ve written over 16 books in their fictional series, 40 

in their kids series alone, plus a “Left Behind Trivial Pursuit” game. Is that really the “judgment” 

you expect from Jesus Christ? The purveyors of this modern apocalyptic are pressing their robes 

and tuning their harps for their vision of heaven, and making a pretty penny scaring the hell out 

of people in the meantime. But in their drawn-out apocalyptic I hear no longing for the meek to 

inherit the earth, as Jesus taught, or for the poor to be vindicated, which scriptures tells us time 

and again, so I do not think they will like the new heaven and the new earth the Bible describes.  

  

And when we think of judgment, who among us really wish to be judged for how we have lived 

our lives? Judged on what we have done, or not done, on some divine scale, not one of us should 

be confident of a passing grade. As virtuous as we might think the Apostle Paul was, still he was 

the one who cried out that “The good I intend to do, I do not do, and the very evil I seek not to 

do, I do!” That’s the classic cry of Good Intentions! “I meant well, Lord! I just didn’t do it, 

couldn’t do it, really wouldn’t do it – and just didn’t get around to it. My sinfulness kept getting 
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in the way!” So what type of judgment should Paul, that self-professed wretched sinner, expect 

from the hands of Christ?  

  

God’s judgment upon humanity is to send a savior! “Do I have to come down there?” Yes, Lord, 

you do! And it’s Good News for us because your judgment is forgiveness and grace.  

  

Today we hear the words of the prophet Isaiah who prays that God will not be “exceedingly 

angry.” Isaiah’s prophetic rage was set ablaze by his prophetic imagination! The reality Isaiah 

saw in the world was so far from the dreams God gave him that it was painfully obvious to them 

that the systems of our world would be overthrown by God! He knew that God would act! And 

what God does is very good news, indeed! When God’s patience finally wore out, God did not 

destroy the earth. God sent God’s son! So God does not send the judgment as we deserve.  

  

Indeed, Isaiah tells us of a great vision of hope and healing and peace. A little child who will 

guide us and be our Savior, the very Prince of Peace. He foresaw a day when, by God’s grace, 

prejudice and poverty and war and oppression and violence and hate are no more. All of the 

prophets had great dreams of what God will do, and that made the world they saw around them 

intolerable.  

  

This is the season for dreaming, of course. During Advent we read the great visions of the 

prophets who imagined a better world, a world of peace and justice and righteousness, a world 

flowing from the heart of God. We read texts so beautiful, two thousand years of repetition has 

not dulled them. They are enough to make you weep, unless your heart has become so seared by 

cynicism no poetry can move you, no beauty can touch you.  

  

Isaiah had received one of these great dreams from God! He had a vision of God’s reign on earth 

as a peaceable kingdom, in which wolf and lamb would live together, leopard would lay down 

with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together. He saw the nursing child sitting over 

the hole of the deadly asp and the weaned child putting his hand into the adder’s den, because in 

God’s kingdom there will be no hurt or destruction, for the entire earth will be full of the 

knowledge of God. We need to know that Isaiah was writing during a time of exile, when the 

leaders and educated peoples were taken away into Babylon. Yet, Isaiah saw a time when the 

mighty nations would co-exist with the weaker nations, a time when there was no threat of 

violence. Isaiah foresaw a world in which no one would need to live in fear. And this world 

would be guided not by warriors and kings of power, but by a little child. “A little child,” he 

said, “shall guide us.” 

  

I know that many of you have read Mitch Albom’s book, The Five People You Meet in Heaven. 

Perhaps you saw the made-for-television version that was made. In the movie’s storyline, we 

meet 83-year-old Eddie, the head maintenance person at Ruby Point Amusement Park. Eddie is a 

wounded war veteran, an old man who has lived, in his mind, an uninspired life. His job is fixing 

rides at a seaside amusement park. His life, he believes, has little meaning and is of little 

consequence. He had hoped to be an engineer, but a series of events prevented him from 

reaching that dream, and he felt himself trapped in the very life he had hoped to escape, doing 

the very same job his father had done.  
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On his 83rd birthday, a tragic accident kills him as he tries to save a little girl from a falling 

carnival ride. He awakes in the afterlife, where he learns that heaven is not a destination. It’s a 

place where your life is explained to you by five people, some of whom you knew, others who 

may have been strangers. He meets a carnival worker who had died because of something Eddie 

did as a child. He meets his commanding officer from World War II who had caused an injury to 

him which affected him his entire life. He meets the woman for whom the Ruby Pier was named. 

He meets his wife who had died far younger than he. All of these people add pieces to the puzzle 

of Eddie’s life, filling in the parts he had never seen. And finally Eddie meets...well, I can’t tell 

you that. I need to leave you one mystery!  

  

One by one, Eddie’s five people revisit their connections to him on earth, reminding him that we 

all live in a vast web of interconnection with others. He learns that all our stories overlap; that 

acts of sacrifice seemingly small or fruitless do affect others; and that loyalty and love matter to 

a degree we can never fathom. These five people illuminate the mysteries of Eddie’s 

“meaningless” life, and reveal the haunting secret behind the eternal question: “Why was I 

here?”  

  

Eddie had expected judgment because he had wasted his life. Eddie expected punishment 

because he had failed in so many ways and never achieved his dreams. Yet what Eddie discovers 

is that his life was much richer, endowed with far greater meaning, than anything he had ever 

suspected. He finally saw the whole of his life, something that had been hidden from his eyes.  

  

What Eddie discovers is a judgment of grace! It’s really what we least expect because most of us, 

cynics that we are, have given up on the prophet’s dreams. We hear only the part that judgment 

will come, but neglect the message that God’s judgment will make everything whole. That God 

will put all of creation at peace, that justice will come to those who have been trampled 

underfoot. Somehow our ears are deaf to the good news that came to Eddie: that those who 

mourn will be comforted and every tear shall be wiped away, and the veil lifted from all those 

things we did not understand.  

  

I started today asking what you thought when you think of judgment. I’m always interested in 

what people think God’s judgment will be. But I’m equally curious about what your judgment is 

of yourself! How you judge yourself? I can tell you that people I talk to in my office as pastor 

often judge themselves very harshly. I’ve spoken with people who are crushed by their own 

judgment because they think they have injured another person. I’ve listened as people have 

wrestled with the loss of their job and how that has affected their sense of self-worth. I’ve talked 

with people who feel their life has become a dead-end because their marriage has ended. I meet 

with people who don’t understand what has happened in their life and they think God is 

punishing them. I discover people who think their lives are broken, empty, meaningless, in much 

the same way that Eddie thought of himself. What is your judgment of yourself?  

  

I am here to tell you that God’s judgment is one of forgiveness, not punishment; of grace, not 

condemnation; of healing, not destruction. What I charge all of you to do during these weeks 

leading up Christmas is to seek God’s forgiveness and healing, knowing that even now you do 

not know the complete pattern of your life. Do not accept your own (or others’) judgment of 

yourself, however low or exalted that may be. Judgment belongs only to God! So I urge you to 
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wait for God’s judgment, knowing that God does not judge on what the eye can see or the ear 

can hear, but will judge with mercy and grace. And so you, also, must not judge others, but 

forgive them as you yourself hope to be forgiven. 

  

My task is to urge you to let hope awaken again within you. Let God’s promise come to life even 

though it means suffering as you wait for it. As Isaiah urged, wait for God, not with a faint hope 

that God will be nice to you even though you are not deserving. No, wait with a powerful faith, 

claiming the promise of God’s new world already by making it so. Wait by looking for signs of 

God’s presence and listening for God’s voice. Read the signs of the times, whether they be on 

billboards or in those sudden surprises of unexpected good news in your life by which, as Paul 

says, “God will also strengthen you to the end...” 

  

I’ve got to tell you, as great as were the visions of God’s kingdom given to the prophets, we 

should see even more clearly what God has in mind. “For unto us a child was born! Unto us 

God’s child has been given.” And he will be called, “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Jesus preached that vision saying: “The spirit of the Lord 

God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me, has sent me to bring good news to the 

oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the 

prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

  

God can prepare us for a better day that’s coming, but remember: as the prophets told us, it’s a 

day of God’s design – not of our imagination! For in Jesus Christ, we see the complete revelation 

of God’s intentions and purposes for us! We see God’s very heart revealed to us. And what I 

hope you see is that his judgments are merciful for all who trust in him.  

  

Therefore, don’t give up on the dream that God holds before us again in this season. “Peace on 

earth, good will to all people.” God can bring God’s kingdom into reality. Don’t slow down in 

the struggle to bring God’s love to reality in the human family. If nothing else, let God make the 

dream a reality in your own heart. For God has given us Christ as the guarantee that the 

prophet’s dream of living in peace and prosperity, in righteousness and justice, will come true. 

No entrenched evil, no reactionary selfishness, no oppressing cross shall stop Christ from 

reaching the goal and bringing us with him. For he is the great dreamer, and his dreams are the 

only truth worth reaching for. 

 

  


