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Deuteronomy 9:7 says: Remember and do not forget how you provoked the Lord your God to wrath in the wilderness.

II Chronicles 29 says: Therefore the wrath of the Lord came on Judah and Jerusalem and He has made them an object or horror, of astonishment and of hissing as you see with your own eyes.

The Psalmist declared: How long O Lord will you hide yourself forever? How long will your wrath burn like fire?
Isaiah, the prophet, said: Behold the day of the Lord comes cruel with wrath and fierce anger to make the land a desolation and to destroy its sinners from it.

The prophet Ezekiel said: As one gathers silver and bronze and iron and led and tin into a furnace to blow the fire on it in order to melt it, so I will gather you in my anger and in my wrath and I will put you in and melt you.

Nahum 1:2 The Lord is a jealous and an avenging God; the Lord is an avenging and wrathful God; the Lord takes vengeance on his adversaries and keeps wrath for his enemies.

Romans 2:8 says: But for those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury.

Revelation 19:15 From his mouth comes a sharp sword from which to strike down the nation and He will rule them with a rod of iron; He will tread the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty.

Welcome to National Community Church! If you are a guest with us, hold tight! My name is Heather Zempel. I’m the Discipleship Pastor here and this week we continue our series ‘The God Anthology’ nine weeks, nine character attributes of God.
A.W. Tozer says that what comes to mind first when you think about God is the most important thing about you. The way we think about God affects the way we relate to Him; it affects the way we relate to one another; it affects the way we worship Him. And if we are going to worship God, then we have to know the God that we are worshipping so that we know if we are worshipping Him rightly.

We love ‘God is love’ and we love ‘God is mercy,’ those things we are good with. But God is wrath – that’s not one we want to talk about. That’s not one we are supposed to talk about. But there are 20 different Hebrew words used about 580 times in the Old Testament that deal with God’s wrath. Then we get to the New Testament and we find that John the Baptist proclaims it and Jesus teaches it and Revelation gives us a horrific picture in graphic detail of the wrath that is come. 
God is wrath. So if we want to worship God and if we want to worship the God of this Book, then we have to take all of who He is. And even though there are verses we don’t like or verses that make us squirm or verses we don’t understand, we have to do something with them. Our tendency is to fix God. When we see what we think might be a blemish on his character or something that isn’t quite right, we will try to cover it up or try to make it look a little bit better. We try to make God look acceptable. But the problem is God Himself doesn’t shy away from this stuff. God Himself recognizes and acknowledges wrath.

The Danish theologian Soren Kierkegaard said this: Woe to the person who smoothly, flirtatiously, commandingly, convincingly preaches some soft sweet something that is supposed to be Christianity. He said: Woe to the person who smoothly, flirtatiously, commandingly, convincingly preaches some soft sweet something that is supposed to be Christianity. 

I think sometimes we try so hard to make God reasonable that we render Him irrelevant. We don’t need a reasonable God, we need a redemptive God. 

Do you want some insight into what goes on behind the scenes at NCC in terms of what we teach and who teaches what and all that? Several months ago, we put together a massive list of characteristics and attributes of God that were potential sermon topics. Then we whittled it down to nine and then the worship team began writing songs to reflect each of those attributes. Then the teaching team sat down to talk about who was going to give the message on what and when. So Pastor Mark talked to me and Joel and asked us what we wanted to do. A couple months ago, I did God is Love so I don’t really have anything more to say about that one (laugher), and my scientific background made ‘God is Mystery’ kind of appealing, and I love God’s faithfulness, and  God’s sovereignty was a unique theological challenge, but when it came right down to it, I really didn’t care. I cared more about what Pastor Joel and Pastor Mark were thinking, so I said I didn’t really care and I asked Pastor Mark what he was thinking about. And He said, ‘A couple years ago, you did God is Jealous so would you want to reinvent that message or do you want to do something different? Do you want to do wrath? I said, ‘I’m open to whatever you think, just assign me something.’ Then he said, ‘Or should we flip it this time?’ To this day, I’m not sure what he meant by that question because the way I interpreted it was that I’m the one who talks about God being jealous and all this hard stuff and Mark is the guy everybody likes, so I thought what do you mean, like I do God is Mercy and you do God is Wrath? He said, ‘No, no, I say we play to your strengths!’  Then he said, ‘But wait, God is Mean isn’t on the list!’  Oh!! Maybe it’s because I baptize people while I’m wearing an animal t-shirt, I don’t know. 

God is wrath. Here’s one of my big concerns about going here this weekend. There are some of you here in church for the first time in your life. There are some of you that are here for the first time in a very long time. Some of you are here out of duty and obligation because you believe that God is angry. There are some of you who have come to this gathering today and all you have ever heard from the church and from Christians is that God is mad and God is angry, and He is angry. But what we have to understand is that God is never angry about the wrong thing or for the wrong reason. So there is a little bit of tension in what we are going to talk about this weekend. We have to understand that God’s wrath is inseparable from his love, from his goodness and from his holiness. We’ve got to understand that God’s wrath activates his grace for our good and we’ve got to understand that God’s wrath reflects his glory.
Some of you are here today and you look at situations and circumstances in your life and you wonder maybe if it is because God is angry at you. Or maybe you’ve looked at situations in other people’s lives and wondered why, if they just really ticked God off. We look around the world and we find natural disasters happening and someone will get up on national television and say that it is the wrath of God that has come on that place because of their sin. Then the rest of the church rises up in an uproar saying that’s not true, God is love and God is merciful and you should never say that. But the reality is that if we look in this Book with any level of honesty and we ask the question: does God use circumstances and situations and natural disasters to teach lessons and to bring correction and discipline or to utterly destroy, the answer is yes. Now, the reason I don’t think we can look at any specific situation, circumstance or disaster, either personal or worldwide and point our finger to that and say that is the wrath of God is because we don’t know that. We don’t know that any more than we can look at a situation or a circumstance where everything is great and fine and awesome and say that that must mean we are in perfect standing with God. We just don’t know. What we do know is that his wrath is inseparable from his goodness, his love and his holiness. All these attributes tie together and bleed into one another and are part of one another. His wrath is pointed toward anything that threatens what He loves. And I would take it even further to say that his wrath is actually an expression of his love; that his wrath is what activates his grace that extends to our good; that there is something about his wrath that makes a way, a rescue for us.
I think a lot of times when we think of God’s wrath, we think it’s a thing that puts us in a really dangerous position with God. That’s the thing that puts us in a really bad situation with God. It is like the ‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God’ dangling by a slender thread over the fires of hell, the Jonathan Edwards sermon of ‘The Great Awakening’ like that’s what we think of, that wrath does not put us in good standing with God. And there is a dimension of that that is true, but I would also say that it is God’s wrath that enables us to have right standing with God; that it is because of God’s wrath that we have the opportunity and the ability to stand blameless before God in Christ. 

I think to understand this fully and accurately, we’ve got to go all the way back to the beginning, or almost. So if you have a Bible with you, turn all the way back to Genesis 3, and we will have the verses on the screen. We’ll take a journey all the way back and then we’ll take a journey through Scripture to look at wrath. 

Genesis 3

1 Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field which the LORD God had made. And he said to the woman, “Indeed, has God said, ‘You shall not eat from any tree of the garden’?” 2 The woman said to the serpent, “From the fruit of the trees of the garden we may eat; 3 but from the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden, God has said, ‘You shall not eat from it or touch it, or you will die.’” 4 The serpent said to the woman, “You surely will not die! 5 For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 6 When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate. 7 Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loin coverings. 

 8 They heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9 Then the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?” 10 He said, “I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid myself.” 11 And He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” 12 The man said, “The woman whom You gave to be with me, she gave me from the tree, and I ate.” 13 Then the LORD God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?” And the woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
I think it is important to get the backstory of this. Now we are going to skim over some stuff. We see the curse is pronounced on the serpent and we see what the repercussions of sin are for the woman and we see the results of what the Lord said to Adam. Then we get to verse 20
 20 Now the man called his wife’s name Eve, because she was the mother of all the living. 21 The LORD God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife, and clothed them. 
If you ask me what my two favorite verses in Scripture are, it’s probably these right here. There is so much redemption packed into these two verses, it is crazy. Now, I’m going to do a little rabbit trail off the message for just a moment because I love verse 20. Up until this point in the story of God, the woman has only been referred to as woman, for she came out of man, and she is referred to as woman. It is at this point in the story that Adam decides to name his wife. She has just committed a sin and brought her husband into that bad decision, they’ve been banished from the Garden and a curse is brought on all of humanity, and this is the moment when Adam decides he is going to name her. I can think of a few names that might be appropriate here! But instead of naming her sin, her weakness, he names her potential. He named her Eve because she would be the mother of all living. At the moment of her greatest tragedy, grace was extended. 
 I just want to speak to the men that are here. You have the power to name the women in your life. You have the power to name your wife, your mother, your daughters, your friends. Many of us as women are walking around with labels that we have embraced that were given us by men. So I encourage you to name well the women in your life.
Back to wrath!

21 The LORD God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife, and clothed them. 
They were naked, they recognized their sin and God recognized their sin and He covered them. Him grace covered them. But before the grace was able to come, there was wrath. Where did those skins come from? See, at some point prior to this incident, God had created and proclaimed that it was all good. In the moment of tragedy, God goes to innocent, pure good creation and kills it in order to cover Adam and Eve, whom He loved. See, God’s wrath brought grace to Adam and Eve. Because God could not tolerate sin and wanted to maintain relationship with them, his wrath was poured out to cover them.

This is the first episode we see in Scripture of God’s wrath being manifested and it is for the good of Adam and Eve. It is to cover them and extend grace to them. It was his wrath that activated grace in their lives.

We keep reading in Scripture and we find out that God pours out his wrath in the form of a world-wide flood. We see the first time He speaks of his own wrath in Exodus 22:22 when he says, “You shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. If you do mistreat them and they cry out to Me, I will surely hear their cry and my wrath will burn and I will kill you with the sword and your wives shall become widows and your children fatherless.”

We keep moving through the Bible and we get to the book of Leviticus where we see that God implements the system of animal sacrifice to satisfy his wrath against the sins of Israel. We keep moving and we see that the Psalmist talks about the wrath of God and is concerned about the wrath of God that might be coming on and we get to the prophets and we see them warning of the wrath that is to come. And it doesn’t stop in the New Testament. Sometimes I think we think that God was really angry in the Old Testament, that He was angry about a problem and that He was trying to figure out what to do and then somewhere in the 400 years between Malachi and Matthew, God, like, got saved, and then we have a kinder, gentler, more socially acceptable God and He sends Easter Bunny Jesus. But when I look at the New Testament, I see Jesus saying some pretty mean things. Jesus says things like, if your hand is causing you to sin, cut it off. Take up your own cross and follow me. And things like, Peter, you are demonic. And let the dead bury their own dead. To the Pharisees and the Sadducees, the people that were really trying to follow the law, He said, ‘You brood of vipers!” He made a whip with his hands and drove out money changers in the temple. We see a God who turns his back on a rejected, bloodied, broken, tortured Son as He hangs on the cross. And I think we see the wrath of God in that picture. I think the cross is what gives us the most clear, pointed and pungent picture of the wrath of God. He allows his Son to hang on a cross rejected by people, beaten and tortured, to pay for our sins. Some of us might say we can’t comprehend a God who would send people to hell. What might be more incomprehensible is a Father that would send a Son to die for a rebellious people.

We keep moving through the New Testament and we find that Ananias and Sapphira are struck down because they lie about their generosity. Then in Revelation, we see the stark, vivid, graphic detailed account of the wrath that is to come and God issues his final judgment. 

Yet, in all of these moments, it seems that in his wrath, God’s heart is to save. That’s what we see in Genesis 3 when his wrath is poured out, it is to cover Adam and Eve. And in the Leviticus system where wrath has to be satisfied by the blood sacrifice of animals, it is to save Israel and their relationship with God. And we see that God withholds that flood until Noah can get the boat build. And on the cross, we see that his heart is to save, that wrath is poured out but his heart is to save.

I can’t, with any degree of integrity or honesty, go through every account of God’s wrath that we see in Scripture and give you a logical and theologically reasoned explanation for it. There are some things in Scripture that I just don’t get. I don’t understand it. And what I find is that when I look at God and I begin to question whether or not his actions are God-like, I find that I’m usually guilty of one of two things – one, I sometimes make the mistake of assuming that I am as loving as God is; so when God does something that doesn’t seem very loving, I assume that’s not very God-like. The other mistake I make is that sometimes I think I am as smart as God is; so when things don’t seem logical or reasonable or I can’t figure out why He would do something a certain way, I assume that that’s not very God-like either.

Let’s take this love angle for just a minute. I think we get into trouble when we assume that we are as loving as God is. If we are honest, there are certain things that we expect God to get ticked about, right? I mean, if God is not angry that children are abused by family and friends and authority figures, if God doesn’t get angry about that, then is He really loving? If there is systematic extermination of people based on their skin color or their religious creed or their cultural heritage; if there are women sold into slavery to satisfy the sexual appetites of men and God isn’t angry about that, we would have a problem with that. There are places in our theology that not only embraces but expects that God would be wrathful and angry over certain things. 

I was in Greece a couple weeks ago with some folks from NCC. We were there to work with an organization called The A21 Campaign and their focus is to abolish slavery in the 21st Century. With them, we were learning about the horrors of sex slavery in Europe and the atrocities that are the reality of that world. I don’t think there was a single person on our team that at some point didn’t feel anger, righteous anger, at what we saw. There are certain things that we expect God to be angry about, and if He was not angry about them, we would question whether or not He was loving. An apathetic God would be pathetic! We don’t want to love a God who lacks emotion. Where we get into trouble is when we don’t recognize that we are as bad as we are and God is as good as He is. We get into trouble when we look at things around us and say God should get ticked about those things but we don’t have that awareness in our own lives. We get into trouble when we think that we are as loving as God is, so what is offensive to us should be offensive to the same level to God, and that what is tolerable to us is equally tolerable for God. Reality is that we are just not as loving as God is, and God’s wrath and God’s love are two sides of the same coin. You can’t have one without the other because his love awakens wrath and wrath is an expression of his love and it activates his grace on our behalf.
I think we also get into a problem when we think we are smarter than God. Ok, like here is the problem with God’s wrath, we know that because of God’s wrath toward sin that Jesus had to die on the cross for our sin. That is the generally accepted belief in Christianity, that Jesus died for our sins. Why? Why was that the rule? Why was that the method? Why did it have to be that way? Why couldn’t God come up with a more socially acceptable plan? Why did atonement require blood sacrifice? For 1,500 years, theologians have been trying to come up with an explanation of why God required sacrifice. In the Middle Ages, the understanding that was most dominate was the idea that our sin had actually handed us over to Satan and Satan held onto us and owned us and the price of our ransom was Christ’s death, but then when Christ died and resurrected, He kicked Satan’s butt and defeated death once and for all. That’s how it was understood. Then a theologian came along a few hundred years later that said it was really about satisfaction, that an infinitely horrible sin against an infinitely holy God required an infinitely unimaginable sacrifice and in order to satisfy God’s wrath, Jesus had to die. Then there is this other idea of moral government, that God had to show us how much He loved us and the full expression of his love, the greatest love He could show was in the form of self-sacrifice, so Jesus had to go to the cross to woo us to the heart of God so that we would be overwhelmed and captivated by his love and come running back to the Father. Then, in the Reformation, the Reformers gave us another understanding of why Jesus had to die. It was called Penal Substitution Atonement. It was the idea that a legal exchange needed to happen, that we had sinned and because of our sin, we had a debt that we could not pay and the only way our debt could be paid was for Jesus to come and take the sin off of our shoulders to pay the debt for us. Then there would be a legal exchange of our sin for his righteousness. So you’ve got Jesus conquers sin and death and then you’ve got satisfaction and then moral government and then the legal exchange. I would say that there are elements of truth in the theologies that have been developed about why God’s wrath operates according to the rules that it does. Bu the problem is, it is still lacking to me. I’m still convinced, because I’m as smart as God, evidently, why couldn’t God just do some Jedi mind trick wave and say you’re ok? I don’t understand the rules. Why is this the rule? But the reality is that this isn’t the first time in my life when I haven’t understood the rules. When I was little, my hospitable, southern mom tried to teach me how to properly set a table. She thought I was being obstinate, and maybe I was but I was also just curious, I didn’t understand certain things. So I would continually ask, ‘Who made the rules?’ I wanted to know who made these rules I was being taught because there were things that didn’t make sense to me. I never understood the rule in elementary school of why you had to walk single file and silently from point A to point B. As far as I was concerned, ok, my good childhood friend Janie Fisher is here this weekend and going from point A to point B was a great time for us to catch up on some things! The problem is, I just didn’t have the right perspective on the rules. There are times in our lives when we don’t have the perspective we need to understand a certain rule.
I’m going to confess something. I’ve stood here many times and confessed sins and idiosyncrasies and weaknesses and insecurities, but what I’m about to tell you is quite possibly one of the most embarrassing things I’ve ever shared. I do not understand the off-sides rule in soccer. Don’t judge me yet. I just don’t understand that rule. I can articulate it. I can describe to you what it is. I can watch a game and notice when someone is off-sides and call that they are off-sides, but I just don’t understand why it is necessary for the game to work the way it work. I don’t understand its value. I understand off-sides and false starts and illegal motions in football. I understand why you can’t spike on the serve in volleyball. I understand traveling in basketball. I understand the forced and the unforced run in baseball and the infield fly rule. I get those. But there is something about the off-sides rule in soccer I do not understand, and for 20 years, I have proactively gone to my friends who play soccer and asked them to explain it to me. I am a logical person! My left brain operates way more than my right brain does! I thought surely someday I’m going to get this. Friday, Megan Stout tried for 45 minutes. She wanted to be the one who made me get it! But the truth is, there is only one person who has said something that has given me peace in my heart about this issue. This one person finally waved the white flag and said, ‘Heather, here’s what I think is going on, I think if you were to get in the game and play on a team and you were in a competitive situation where off-sides was happening, you would get it.’   Yes, I think that’s probably true. That makes sense to me. I probably don’t understand it because I’ve never been in a situation where I had to understand it or where it added any value. All those other sports where I get those weird, quirky rules, which, by the way, I did a Google search on sports rules that are difficult to understand. This is what we do here at NCC! Number 3 on the list was a site entirely dedicated to the off-sides rule in soccer. Sites 5, 6, 7 and 8 were also dedicated to the off-sides rule in soccer. So I don’t think I’m a complete moron. But the reality is – all those other sports I have played. I’ve never played competitive soccer, so I think I just don’t have the right perspective. 
There are certain rules we don’t understand when we don’t have the right perspective. 

Why does God’s wrath require blood sacrifice? Why does God’s wrath propel Him to act in a way that some would define as divine child abuse. Maybe we just don’t have the right perspective. Isaiah 55:9 says

Just as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.

Maybe God has a different perspective. 

When we question the goodness or the rightness or the logic of God’s wrath and the way that roles out, maybe we have made the mistake of assuming that we are as smart as God is. When we feel ashamed of the wrath of God or feel like we have to somehow make God look a little bit prettier or look a little bit nicer or more socially acceptable, maybe we have make the mistake of assuming we are as loving as God is.

God’s wrath is inseparable from his love, his goodness and his holiness. It activates grace that is bringing good to us. It is a reflection of his grace.

I had something in my notes. I was going to ask rhetorically, ‘Have you ever thanked God for his wrath?’ My guess is the answer is no. There are a lot of things we like to thank Him for but we’ve probably never thanked Him for his wrath. Yet, it is because of his wrath that we’ve been given the opportunity for rescue. See, if God was just tolerant of sin, we would still be wandering around aimlessly, hopelessly and naked in Eden. It is because of his wrath that a way has been made for us. The way of rescue has come. His wrath was poured into two cups. One cup was handed to Jesus on the night of his crucifixion and if you remember, Jesus prayed that if there was any way that cup could pass from Him, see, Jesus, in his humanity, even had a problem with the rules! If there is any other way or any other rule or any other path for your wrath to be dealt with, but not my will, but your will, and Jesus took that cup of God’s wrath and drank it and drained it to the dregs. 

The cool thing is that we partake of that cup as well whenever we celebrate communion. Only we experience that cup as God’s grace. As we stand covered in the blood of Christ, we stand before God and what God sees is not our darkness and our sin and our brokenness, what God sees is us under the blood of Christ as white as our Absolver. Jesus drank the cup of wrath for us. There is a second cup of wrath that is reserved for the end when God issues his final judgment. This is the wrath we do not like to talk about. We do not like to speak of it, but it would be foolish and irresponsible to not talk about it. 

Here’s what I want to make sure we hear. John 3:36, we are told why this happens:

Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life. Whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life but the wrath of God remains on him.

We can either let Jesus drink the cup for us and then we receive it in grace, or we stand stripped of atonement, stripped of forgiveness, stripped of Christ and are subject to the wrath to come. 

I think that God’s wrath is the way we will experience his love if we stand outside of Christ, that God’s wrath is the way we will experience the love of God if we stand outside of Christ. 

I Thessalonians 5 says:

For God has not destined us for wrath but to obtain salvation through Jesus Christ who died for us so that whether we are awake or asleep, we might live with Him. Therefore, encourage one another and build each other up just as you are doing.

God did not destine us for wrath! We are destined for salvation. God does not desire that we live under wrath, but wrath is the way that God’s love gets expressed if we stand outside of Christ. 

So the only way that we can, with any hope, face God’s wrath is to turn around and face Christ. God’s wrath is part of his love, it is part of his goodness, it is part of his holiness, it activates grace that is good for us. It reflects his glory. Come to Christ. His wrath was dealt with there. That’s where we find salvation and hope.

Some of us are angry over the fact that God is angry. There was a 16th Century monk by the name of Martin Luther who understood this. He was angry with God because he understood God’s anger and he understood that God was wrathful and he came to a point in his life where he realized that actually wrath was an expression and an activator of grace and it is because God couldn’t tolerate sin that He made a way of rescue for us. Martin Luther said, ‘Better it were that God should be angry with us than that we should be angry with God, for He can soon be at union with us again because He is merciful; but when we are angry with Him, the case cannot be helped.’

Face the wrath of God by turning around and facing Christ. 

In just a moment, we are going to celebrate communion together. We would invite you, if you have come to a place in your life where you have turned from your sin and you have turned towards Christ, we invite you to celebrate with us. If you have not made that choice and you want to do that this weekend, there is no better way to mark the day of a new beginning than to celebrate communion with us. And if you are not at that place and you’re not ready for that, then we invite you to sit and reflect and be prayerful. As the ushers come forward, I want you to take a few moments to reflect on the place where God’s wrath and his grace collided, where his wrath and his love intersected and it made a way of rescue for us.

Father, I don’t know that I’ve ever said this, but thank You for wrath that activated grace in love that made a way of rescue for us. Jesus, thank You for taking that cup of wrath and draining it to the dregs so that we can stand blameless before the Father in You. God for those here today and this has been really hard because there is pain and suffering and questions and there is this nagging thought that maybe, maybe they are unloved by You, I pray that they would see in this that your love is poured out for them on the cross, that You are merciful and slow to anger. God I pray You would grab their hearts. God may we understand the severity of sin and may we understand the extent of your wrath so that we can worship You correctly and adequately for the sacrifice that You have made. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
