God Judgment

“The hour is coming in which all who are in the graves will hear His voice and come forth—those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation (John 5:28-29).  “…They will give account of it in the day of judgment”  (Mt. 12:36).


There you have it—all we need to know about judgment (or so we have been told).


Ask the average Christian about judgment day and chances are, anything he would say has

been repeated a thousand times in street jokes. Crude drawings of final judgment have appeared in numerous, small, scary comic books, picturing “sinners” being thrown alive into literal flames of fire.  You’ve got the pearly gates, St. Peter, and the ridiculously elevated throne from which one of two sentences is mercilessly pronounced: heaven is one final destination and hell is the other.  Extra-biblical and nebulous concepts about “limbo” and “purgatory” have been proposed by parts of the church.  Some Christians have adopted tenets of eastern religions such as reincarnation (with “hell” as the orthodox alternative, who can blame them?). Others have adopted the “annihilation” doctrine as the quick fix to end it all. No wonder Jesus says we would need the Helper to expand our understandings about “judgment”!


“And when He has come, He will convict (convince) the world of…judgment”  (John 16:8)
The Bible is written in an ambiguous way, such that it takes the Spirit, or nature of God to 

comprehend it.
  Therefore, our relationship with Jesus is a higher priority than the written word. There are many unhealthy views of God out there, considering the average “fallen” nature we are all influenced by. With the pair of glasses we were born with, we can read condemnation throughout the Bible.  With a new prescription, help from the Spirit, we can view scripture in better ways. This would include how we look at “judgment”. Jesus promised to send the “Helper” to give, for our messed up ones, healthier new definitions of “sin, righteousness and judgment” (John 16:6-11).

“For the time has come for judgment to begin at the house of God” (1 Peter 4:17). 


“Judgment” as used here could have been translated “damnation”, because the same Greek word here is translated “damnation” in some early bible versions in other places.  But not even the fundamentalists would dare to translate, “For the time as come for damnation to begin at the house of God.”  “Judgment” is the correct rendering here and elsewhere.  As healthier views of God have developed among translators, the use of “damnation” has been dropped altogether. Notice how “judgment” is used in 1 Peter 4:17: judgment is a process, not final. “Sentencing”, only one small aspect of “judgment,” is closer to “final”—but even its use cannot be considered absolutely final.  

“For we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ…” (Romans 14:10)


First, the bad news.  I do not think it is true but in fairness it must be stated. “Because of the hardness and impenitence of your heart you are laying up for yourself a treasure of wrath for the day of wrath and the revelation of the righteous judgment of God” (Romans 2:5, Lamsa).

Translators have stumbled over each other in their race to see who could describe God as the downright meanest, a thing that resonated within their own fallen natures (Romans 2:1). A favorite tactic was to translate the Greek word orge, “wrath.”  It is often translated this way in Romans 2:5.  Is this really all that Paul meant?  What God means?


It is true that we are all flagrant sinners.  Someone wisely observed: “We are not sinners because we sin, we sin because we are sinners.” We sin, deny our sin and submerge it to the unconscious domain of the mind.  At one level, we are fully exonerated of all of this, for the atoning blood of the cross has reached to forgive even our worst sin.  But on another level we “accrue” sin’s work over our lifetimes as it warps the character and perverts the outlook. Our sin is all forgiven, but most of it is not yet “fixed.” Sin does harm to our characters and must be dealt with by God.  Some of this happens through the sanctification process during our lives. But even the best of us must resign to dying as a moral basket case (this corruption must put on incorruption). I think the bulk of sin’s ravages remains like an iceberg, submerged in our unconscious mind. And so: we must “all stand before the judgment seat of Christ” for a final accounting, final resolution and a final “bringing into balance” (a divine attribute).

Back to Romans 2:5 and the “wrath” we have been laying up for ourselves. God’s “healing” of us may involve some of his “wrath”, a meaning of orge, but God has purpose in all he does and this would include the economy involved in the expression of his wrath.
 It seems unbalanced to consider nothing but wrath at the judgment seat of Christ.  Our experience there may also include the following:  It is at this place of judgment that Jesus “passionately desires” to “reach out after” us. He rises like “a mountain lifting above the plain” and approaches us with the power to do his final healing—alternate renderings for the Greek word that was finally translated as “wrath.” Jesus rises before us at the judgment seat with “healing on his wings.”  

Who knows how Jesus will pull this off? How does this final healing come about? In one place Jesus is pictured as a “lamb”, and another place he is pictured as a “lion.”  This is not speaking of two individuals, but one.  Oswald Chambers observed that it is not possible for us to fully conceive of such a melding of personalities.  Nonetheless, God’s character and intent are unified.  This indicates he will successfully deal with all the wreckage done to our characters.  This is indicated a little further down in Romans 2:16: “In the day when God shall judge the secrets of men according to my gospel by Jesus Christ.”  If nothing but God’s wrath was involved, how could this be considered “good news?”  No, Paul’s gospel—good news—given to him by Jesus, involves the dealing with “the secrets of men.”


In spite of the sometimes mean-spirited exegesis of this passage, the words of Romans 14:10 should comfort us. The Greek for “judgment seat” indicates the use of a “step” or dais. Instead of a three-story high throne from which Jesus would shout out the eternal fate of each individual, it fits with the nature of God that Jesus would sit on a “step”—at our level—to help us process and grieve through the unfinished business of our stunted emotional and physical lives. Of course this is speculation on my part, but it fits with the character of God.  

Jesus says we must pay the “uttermost farthing”, and it does make sense that all of our remaining hang-ups, un-forgiveness, anger and psychological baggage must come to resolution “before the judgment seat of Christ.”  It is possible that our corruptible bodies and minds “must put on incorruption” in order for us to become psychically capable of dealing with the “unfinished business” of our former lives.  In this life, our denial is our God-given defense against our horrible victimization: Unspeakable sexual abuse, violent childhood emotional abuse and other offenses that may be too painful to process and grieve through fully in this life.  How many people have died in mental institutions and other prisons without having received healing?
  We may rely on the nature and character of God to extend mercy and healing in these cases.

It is not coincidental that Paul links the two imperatives: “For we shall all stand before the judgment seat of Christ” and, “Every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess” (Romans 14:10-11).  The one inexorably leads to the other.



And all the tribes of the earth shall mourn (grieve) because of Him…(Revelation 1:8).

Before Jesus’ loving judgment seat, we will fully internalize his love, and estimate him as absolutely “safe.” This will allow for our defenses to come down. We will then permit him to help us grieve through the losses of our physical lives. To some of us, especially to those who live in their heads like me, this experience will represent the first real relationship we have had with God  (some of us are way too damaged for much to happen in this life). It does not say, “There will be no tears”; but rather, He shall “wipe away all tears.” Again, a judgment process is indicated.  St. John is moved beyond himself with excitement at the possibility as he adds, “Amen! Even so, come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20).  Heart-bound disciples and heady intellectualizers alike, “all will appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” 


Sodom and Gomorrah, hell-bound by most fundamentalist standards, are said by Jesus in the judgment to be in a “more tolerable” position
 than others will be (Mark 16:11) and there is no mention of “hell” (see also Ezekiel 16). In Luke 11:31-32, pagan Gentile nations are said to rise in the judgment to help God in dealing with Israel.  

The scribes and Pharisees of Jesus time always managed to stand dangerously close to “hell fire.”  The worst of the scribes donned long robes, sought the flattering greetings of underlings on  way to the synagogue, where they flopped down on the best, most honorable seats—only to rise again and orate the longest prayers (Mark 12:38-40).  For all this phony show, Jesus said these “will receive the greater condemnation” (judgment).  Gradations of judgment are here indicated.  These scribes were so split and into their “false selves” (beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy), they will obviously have more to process and “grieve through” at the judgment seat of Jesus.  The more we can grieve in this life, the less we will have to grieve at the future judgment seat.  St. Paul had gone so far in the sanctification (grieving) process that he claimed, “I no longer even judge myself.”  Further, he encourages us to enter the grieving process in this life as he admonishes, “If we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged” (1 Cor. 11:31).  Christians are a sort of “first fruits” and ought not to be judged as severely as “the world” (vs. 32) in the so- called “final judgment”.

 
“The killers of the prophets,” the most incorrigibly wicked group of all, are said to finally bless the name of God (Cp. Mt. 23:39 and Psa. 118:21-29). Everyone is “irrevocably” called of God in “due time,” molded and chastised by him, and given “a measure of faith”. For this they “shall not come unto judgment” (in the sense of irretrievable loss—John 5:24). 


Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be cast out.  And I, if I am lifted up from the earth will draw all to myself” (John 12:31-32).


The judgment of the cross is pervasive: “Now is the judgment of this world,” that all may be saved. In the final sense, the judgment of the world has already happened. “He shall see the labor of his soul
 and be satisfied” (Isaiah 53:11).  The parable of the lost sheep shows that Jesus cannot be satisfied until every last soul is reclaimed.  That God will be fully successful in finishing what he started, fully restoring that which was lost, speaks directly to his character and nature. Such definition of God represents the only gospel that could be fully considered “good news”.  All praise be to God!

� For example: Various theologians over the years have successfully (in their own minds, at least) made from the same Bible the case for the following doctrines: eternal torment, annihilation and universal salvation.  The written word is presented, from the human side, in an “ad hoc” way, making most any doctrine “provable.”  This not only shows God’s sense of humor but forces to the priority as well: ultimate doctrinal truth can only be derived from a God-given understanding of the divine nature and this eventually becomes the sole object of our faith.  God—author and finisher of our faith. “The gospel speaks of God as he is: it is concerned with him himself and him only” (Karl Barth).


� Anger, or wrath, is but one of several stages in the grieving process.  Therefore, God’s wrath must be processional and not final. To leave God in a state of endless wrath, as reflected in the doctrine of “hell”, is both unfair and illogical.





�During the “resurrection” of the “whole house of Israel” (Ezekiel 37) it is interesting to note the mindset of those involved.  Their first reaction to new life is, “our hope is lost, and we ourselves are cut off!” (vs.11).  This verse may indicate the measure of success on the part of those who had mixed in the doctrine of “hell” with their preaching of the “gospel.”





� We humans, with our black and white thinking, naturally think in terms of “saved or lost,” or “heaven or hell,” etc.  But gradations are indicated here: in the process of judgment, some nations will experience a “more tolerable” situation than others.


� “The labor of his soul”:  The grieving of God extends from the Garden of Eden unto the “restitution of all things.”





