Text: Rev 14:6-7
Introduction

Even in our scientific age, we have not all chased out the superstitions.  You can still find horoscopes in the paper and at the checkout counter.  Oprah seems to have a parade of people with letters after their name trying to pitch some branded superstition.  I don’t know if you caught it – but one of those people recent managed to kill a couple – He was charging $9000 for a spiritual renewal seminar.  He crammed something like 50 people into a big tent around a fire.  He was going to sweat out those spiritual pollutants – in various versions aided by a little peyote.  Unfortunately this shamen forgot to cut a hole in the roof – and charging $9000 a pop, the tent was a little too air-tight.  A couple of people died from carbon monoxide poisoning.  There would have been more if a fortuitous person hadn’t stumbled along.  Evidently everyone in the tent figured the hallucinations and light-headedness were just part of the spiritual cleansing.  It is deathly ironic that this world would pay $9000 a head when confession and absolution – the real spiritual cleansing – is available free probably within 10 mins of most houses in America.  But of course there is a catch with that – confession, although in adage being good for the soul – is not in modern vocabulary uplifting or affirming.  And absolution is not a claiming of inner power – but an acceptance of grace from the One who does have the authority.  The world wants that absolution, the spiritual cleansing, without the confession.  It wants to cut a whole in half.
In deeper moments (or maybe just a pious superstition) - so the next thought is pure speculation not binding on anyone – I tend to see the world as made up of things that come in three’s and things that come in twos.  The three’s reflecting the nature of the Trinity and the two’s reflection Christ himself.  The deepest mysteries seem to reflect both.  The atom is three – electrons, neutrons and protons – with a two – the nucleus and the electron cloud.  Light is both a particle and a wave – a two.  Our experience of time is a three – a past, present and future.  Life itself is a two – we are living or we are dead.  Marriage is a two – man and woman – that often becomes a three – if you are looking at kids.  Marriage is one of those very deep ones of where two become one flesh (and that one goes beyond just being speculation).  The church has a long tradition of such pious superstition – you only need to have heard about St. Patrick and the clover to see that.  I’m still trying to figure out a two with green beer though.
Paradox Stated – Law and Gospel, attempts to split/resolve

The Lutheran tradition, on this Reformation Sunday, has all kinds of twos and threes – two kinds of righteousness (passive and active), two kingdoms (the right and the left), two sacraments, three uses of the law, the start of every small catechism explanation to the commandments – we should fear, love and trust in God – but the core teaching is a two – Law and Gospel.  And like the outrageously overcharged spiritual purifiers – we always want to cut them in half.  I’m not sure that the Lutheran tradition doesn’t encourage that sometimes, because we talk about rightly dividing God’s law from god’s gospel.  
The historical tendency is to split the law and the gospel and run with the law alone.  This is being a Pharisee or works righteousness.  This is what Luther was confronting in the reformation.  Within the church itself the Gospel had been lost or at least greatly eclipsed.  In place of the grace of God freely offered in the Word and Sacraments because of Christ’s work, the church was beset with pilgrimages, and relics and indulgences for doing pilgrimages and seeing relics.  The church encouraged a super-form of piety called the evangelical counsels.  If you had kept all the other rules since you were a young person (echoing the rich young man of the last couple of weeks) – the church would add on poverty, chastity and obeidience – you could become a monk or a nun and work on you spiritual cleansing.  Since these evangelical counsels were super-pious, and the saints had them in such abundance, the church would sell you some of them to get you kick started or to get poor uncle Hans out of purgatory.  The sacraments were still available – people were baptized, the Eucharist available (although even there in only one kind) – and confession and absolution was practiced (although with the absolution often pending the completion of some work) – but those words and sacraments were not loudly proclaimed in Luther’s day.  In fact you could say they were hidden – maybe hidden as Luther would write behind three Roman walls.  If you asked the question of a pious Christian in Luther’s day – do you think you will go to heaven? – the answer would have been no.  Only the most daring would have said – eventually.  That is the law in all its fury.  That is also why the Reformation spread like wildfire.  Why a backwater professor-monk [Wittenberg was a brand new university – my guess is US NEWS would have had it clumped with the 5th quintile of schools] – Why Luthjer was able to take on a Medici Pope.  The gospel of our Lord and of grace is very sweet to those crushed by law.
Today our society and the church seems to have the other problem.  We split the law and the gospel and take the gospel alone.  Dietrich Bonheoffer – a Lutheran Theologian once involved in trying to kill Hitler and eventually killed by that regime - called it cheap grace. An interesting statistic – only 71% of Americans says they believe in heaven, but 93% believe that they will end up there.  I can’t explain the 22% would don’t believe in it, but thinks that’s where they are going.  Surely though there is some cross-over between the 50 people sitting in that spiritual cleansing death chamber and those who believe they are going to heaven.  It seems that Luther’s reformation – his re-discovery of the Gospel has been so successful – that we forget the anfectung – that terrible weight of the law that comes first.  We are more than happy to trumpet the freedom of the Christian – but forget that the law was not ended, but fulfilled.  The law is one of those threes of the universe – with a third use as a guide to life.  The law no longer has its sting – it will no longer spiritually kill us in Christ – but it is still valid.  We should be careful so that we don’t find ourselves in the crowd on Matt 7:23 crying “Lord, Lord” on that last day and hearing back – “I never knew you, you workers of lawlessness.”
Paradox Maintained – Resolved only in Christ
So we have this tension, this paradox if you will.  God’s law is good and just.  It certainly applies to our lives…and our Lord Jesus was serious about it.  Go read the sermon on the mount in Matthew 5 – 7 .  But that law has no claim on us in Christ.  Jesus has fulfilled it and of his grace grants us forgiveness.  Where do we resolve that tension?  
Here is where our text for today might give us a hand.  “The hour of His judgment has come.”  In that statement the law and the gospel are present in all their force.  If you do not have a holy sense of fear at hearing that statement – you’ve probably fallen off the way of our culture.  If you imagine coming before the judgment seat with the typical American shuffle, with the ipod in your ears shouting yo, bro! to the judge – you’ve probably divided law and gospel putting the law out of mind.  The Fear of the Lord is the beginning of Wisdom.  This angle with the eternal Gospel begins with the injunction – “Fear God and give him glory!”   If on the other hand, that statement – “the hour of judgment has come” - fills you with dread.  I have been sent with an eternal gospel.  That law has already been fulfilled – the punishment has already been born by the judge himself on that cross.  And the Father would not allow that to stand.  He raised Jesus up, the same Jesus who prayed Father forgive them while being nailed to the cross, and placed Jesus on the throne.  The judgment is not by that law causing you to dread, but by the free and boundless grace of Jesus Christ.  The 10,000 talents have been forgiven.
How do we resolve that paradox of the law and the gospel?  We don’t.  It is only resolved in and by that man on the cross and now on the throne.  We live in that paradox (as St. Paul would say work out your salvation with fear and trembling) – but know that Jesus Christ has resolved it in himself.  In that eternal gospel we can be so bold as to ask – Come, Come Quickly, Lord Jesus.

