
Today, we reach another scene that we think we know because there are so many allusions to it, but it is not as it is described by the world.  In fact, since the second century, many of our references to this moment have Peter sitting at the Pearly Gates determining whether or not we get into Heaven.  This thought is based loosely on Matthew 16:18-19, “8 And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church,and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. 19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”  From there, artists, story tellers and more have all built upon this scene.


Most of you can probably tell me a joke that starts out similar to this one. “A cab driver reaches the Pearly Gates and announces his presence to St. Peter, who looks him up in his Big Book. Upon reading the entry for the cabby, St. Peter invites him to grab a silk robe and a golden staff and to proceed into Heaven. 

A preacher is next in line behind the cabby and has been watching these proceedings with interest. He announces himself to St. Peter. Upon scanning the preacher's entry in the Big Book, St. Peter furrows his brow and says, "Okay, we'll let you in, but take that cloth robe and wooden staff." The preacher is astonished and replies, "But I am a man of the cloth. You gave that cab driver a gold staff and a silk robe. Surely I rate higher than a cabby." 

St. Peter responded matter-of-factly: "Here we are interested in results. When you preached, people slept. When the cabby drove his taxi, people prayed."”


While funny and one of the few that I found that I could tell from the pulpit, it is theologically incorrect in one way and dead on in another that seems to counter our understanding of “Jesus dying for our sins.”  In our passage today, it is not St. Peter standing at the gates that we are judged.  It is every human being who ever lived who will stand before the throne in the center or heaven that we be judged.  Everyone does go to heaven, but not everyone stays.  We all will stand in judgement, but not all will have their name written in the book of life.


The judgement will be fair and final, because of who sits on the great white throne.  Which is the lamb and the Father.  They have sat on the throne in each of the 38 times thrones have been mentioned in the book.  At this point, we should realize that the throne is the image that ties the book of Revelation together.  We should not be surprised that there are 7 throne room scenes and today is the seventh one.  Rev 4-5 described the room and surprised us with a slain lamb sitting in the center of it with God almighty. Revelation 7:9-17 gives us the promise that the Lamb is our shepherd and will guide us to life and wipe every tear.  Revelation 8:1-4 has silence and our prayers ascending to the throne.  11:15-18 has the Hallejuah chorus being sung to the God is has begun his earthly reign from the throne.  16:17-19:5 is the longest and covers the fall of Babylon to the Bride and Lamb getting ready for the marriage supper.


So we reach the seventh throne in this passage and nothing else matters.  The great throne is all that we see in this scene, because the other elements do not matter in this moment.  Only the throne and the one who sits on it can be seen.  So primary is the throne, that heaven and earth flee from it.  Why?  They are so corrupted by our stewardship of them that they are not worthy to stand in the presence of God.  This is why we will hear about a new heaven and new earth next week.


Now it is true that Peter will be before the throne and so will you.  So will Hitler and so will Ghengis Khan, and so will your first grade teacher.  All who are dead, great and small, will stand before the throne with their books opened.  Did you know you had a book all about you in heaven?  I do too.  That is why it is books, plural.  Each of us has our history written down.  Evidence of when we have trusted God and when we have doubted God.  If Satan were still around at this point, he would be going crazy, asking how can you let Ryan in?  Look at page 17, page 200, page 781.  Let's be realistic Jesus, look at any page and you will see he is not worthy!”  The same can probably be said of you.  Heaven has kept track of our deeds,  It knows what we owe.  For how could Jesus pay the sum otherwise?


The good deeds were there too.  We need to be careful that we don't go back to many people's thinking that I just need to do one more good deed than bad and tip the scales in my favor.  When we hear, “The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books.” hear that in context.  As part of our session's devotion two weeks ago, the story was shared about the tight rope walker who successfully crosses Niagra Falls.  Arriving easily on the other side, he asks the crowd, “Who thinks I can push someone across in a wheelbarrow?”  They all cheer in agreement!  He then asks, “Of those who cheered, who will get in the wheelbarrow?”


Jesus presents the same reality a different way in the parable of the sheep and the goats.  Concluding round one with, “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 
40 “The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”  These are the deeds recorded in our books that determine whether or not we are in the most important book, the book of life.  The reason they matter is not the tally of good versus bad actions.  It is because they proclaim whether we actually trusted Jesus as Lord and Savior.  Whether we ever got into the wheel barrow with him or if we stayed safely on the shoreline.  Everyone proclaimed he could do it, not everyone was willing to put their life in his hands.


Now in America, we have our work cut out for us.  How do we trust Jesus when we are powerful and affluent?  How do we say, “I am trusting you as Lord and Savior when it is so easy to be our own Savior and Lord?”  We look to our deeds, Jesus looks to our deeds, because they are the fruit of our faith.  This is where the beginning joke was absolutely correct.  Not St. Peter, but Jesus is interested in our results.  “I'm your Lord, so why are your neighbors unknown, starving and thirsty, sick and alone?”  Why are we putting people to sleep when we should be causing them to raise prayers of adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication to God.


One of the hardest things for my generation and younger to see is our parents who taught us all of these principles of the Christian faith not live them out. The deeds of our life indicate where our trust or faith in God lies.  Love your neighbor was expressed to us over and over.  Welcome the alien, widowed and orphaned runs through the Old Testament.  Don't commit adultery!  Do not envy!  We were taught that and watch our parents biologically and in the faith not carry those out and at times repeatedly break them, it leaves a bitter taste in our mouth.  We need to remember that people are watching to see if our faith really leads us to repent.  Is your faith in who Jesus says he is, causing you to change?  Do you trust Jesus?


So if you go to the doctor Jesus and he tells you what you need to do heal a wound; clean it twice a day, take antibiotics with each meal, and get 8 hours of sleep each night.  Can you call the doctor a quack who doesn't know what they are talking about if you clean it once a day, take the antibiotics with lunch, and get 7.5 hours of sleep each night?  Until you do what the doctor prescribed as the minimum, you should not expect the wound to heal.  The issue is not that they are undereducated about wound care, it is that you are not trusting that they know what they are talking about and you are acting as if you know better.


What are our deeds telling Jesus?  Are they saying, “Yes Jesus, I do believe you died for me so I am going to follow you and lay down my life for others.”  Or are they saying, “If it is easy and convenient, I will do something close to what you are asking?”  Jesus asked us this question in Luke 6:46.  “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?”  Our deeds reveal what we really believe.


If I were to stop there, we should have lots of questions, especially about our chances of being judged worthy.  For my book is filled with pages of failures to lay down my life, of not loving my neighbor, of not dealing with my inner pain and scarring others because of it.  But we are probably familiar with the term redacted, which is what has happened to many of the entries in my book.  Or they have been moved from my story and into Jesus' book when I confessed them.  For when I do that, no matter the harm I have done, I am proclaiming an even more powerful thing, that Jesus' death and resurrection was sufficient to pay the price of my sins.  Those who die the second death don't have that redaction in their books.  It is all there, because they never heard or never believed that, or never allowed Jesus to actually heal them.  But if we have allowed Jesus to redact our story and add it to his, odds are that our name is found written in the book of life.  


So while everyone makes it to heaven, some are thrown into the lake of fire, along with death and Hades, who we will hear over the next few weeks, there is not place for.  For there will be no more death, and Hades is but an intermediary holding place until judgement day, when all, great and small will stand before the throne, not Peter at the Pearly Gates, and the Lamb will welcome other lambs fully into his Kingdom.
Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. 12 And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. 13 The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. 14 Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. 15 If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 
