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There is a judgment. I first want to talk about that truth. That there is a judgment was a given for generations of 
Christians. Today’s bulletin cover features an altar painting believed to be by the great fifteenth century Flemish artist 
Hans Memling. It is but one of countless paintings on the topic of the Last Judgment, calling those who gazed upon them 
to remember the judgment. It was easier to do this when life was filled with confrontations with death and disease, driving 
one to consider “What comes next?”  
 
COVID reminded us, for a time at least, of the reality of death, but that there is a judgment is still not so certain for many 
today. Judgment is either a sin to the world, “Don’t judge,” or it is a self-assured acquittal. The statement, “Only God can 
judge me,” is made not from any belief that they will actually stand before God as judge and they as the defendant having 
to give an account. If those who make said statement actually heard the biblical truth of the judgment and meditated upon 
it, their actions and speech would markedly change, our world would look very different. 
 
There is a judgment. Paul writes in Romans, chapter 14: “we will all stand before the judgment seat of God…each of 
us will give an account of himself to God” (vv. 10, 12). Then in 2 Corinthians 5: “we must all appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether 
good or evil” (v. 10). John records in Revelation 20: “I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, 
and books were opened. Then another book was opened, which is the book of life. And the dead were judged by 
what was written in the books, according to what they had done” (v. 12). 
 
Hence the biblical basis for what we confess in the creeds: from thence He will come to judge the living and the dead and He will 
come again in glory to judge both the living and the dead. The most explicit, weaving the teachings of these passages together is the 
Athanasian Creed: He will come to judge the living and the dead. At His coming all people will rise again with their bodies and give an 
account concerning their own deeds. And those who have done good will enter into eternal life, and those who have done evil into eternal fire. 
There will be a judgment. There will be a proclamation of blessedness or cursedness, one or the other, no in-between, and 
that state of consolation or condemnation will stand for all eternity.  
 
The world doesn’t like that. Back in September, while on vacation with my family we went to the Nelson Art Museum in 
Kansas City where they have a small altarpiece of the Last Judgment by the Lutheran painter Lucas Cranach. I stood back 
a bit, waiting to see it while two others ahead of me looked at the painting. They didn’t like it. It was creepy, disturbing. I 
thought about using that piece on the bulletin cover for today, but I chose Memling; it was “tamer.” Because even we 
Christians do not like to think about the fact that there is a judgment. That is because we are influenced by the world. 
How else can we explain the discomfort, the distaste, we feel looking at a painting like Memling’s or Cranach’s? God’s 
Word is clear, we confess that there will be a judgment, Christ will sit as the king and give His just and eternal judgment 
both to heaven and to hell. How can we object to God’s truth which we say we believe? 
 
Not just others, but how different we ourselves would be if we were ever mindful of this truth! Not just in what art we are 
willing to look at, but in our lives. The great seventeenth century Lutheran theologian John Gerhard wrote: “Forgetfulness 
of this judgement is the mother of security,” that is, the carnal security of the sinful flesh. That is what we see around us in 
this nation, and the temptation we ourselves find within us: a love for this world and the things of it, the indulgence of all 
the appetites for possessions, riches, and pleasure. A warning against this is illustrated in Holy Scripture in the Rich Man 
and Lazarus, where the rich man cared nothing for the things of God, but rather was focused only on his fine clothing and 
sumptuous fare. He went to hell. There’s also the parable of the rich fool, who could think only of his plentiful harvest 
and his desire to store it all up in new big barns so that he could “relax, eat, drink, be merry.”  His life was demanded of 
him that very night, he would not get to enjoy all the worldly comforts he was so concerned with amassing for himself. 
“Forgetfulness of this judgement is the mother of security.”  
 
But Gerhard goes on to say this: “the daily remembrance of it is the mother of earnest piety.” Remembrance of the 
judgment is the mother of true piety. Remembrance of the judgment gives birth to godliness. This brings me to my 
second point of today’s sermon: the godliness produced by meditation on the judgment.  
 
First, godliness requires repentance. You cannot be a serious Christian and hear today’s Gospel and not be pricked, even 
fearful, terrified in your conscience. Because our Lord plainly points to works, fixes our attention on how we have treated 



our neighbor who, Jesus says, is actually a stand-in for Christ Himself. How well have you done what Jesus describes? 
Have you seen and served your neighbor in every bodily need or have you excused yourself from bothering? Jesus leaves 
no wiggle room as He shows that it is those who would say, “Yes, in fact, I have!” these are the very goats who protest the 
verdict and insist that there was no time they failed to minister to Christ, and they go into eternal punishment. The hour 
of that Judgment, that day is coming. 
 
Death is struck and nature quaking; 
All creation is awaking, 
To its Judge an answer making. 
 

Lo, the book, exactly worded, 
Wherein all hath been recorded; 
Thence shall judgment be awarded. 
 

When the Judge His seat attaineth, 
And each hidden deed arraigneth, 
Nothing unavenged remaineth. 

The judgment drives us to repentance. Those who have confidence in themselves are condemned. Those who think they 
can erase or hide their own sins will see them exposed before the Judge. But do not think you can undo this by your 
attempts at holy living. In the parable it is those who do not look to their works, who do not see and know when they did 
these works that Christ so treasures, it is they who are saved. So this passage cannot be taken as teaching you to do more 
good works and put your trust in them to be saved. Hearing this Gospel exposes your lack of works. And if you think it 
doesn’t, then place yourself among the goats now. 
 
That we are crushed, driven to despair of ourselves is a godly practice. It is the first thing that God’s Word is given to do. 
If you look at yourself and see no hope, that is good, you’re not supposed to see hope in yourself. The hymn we sang is a 
good teacher of our total need for mercy: What shall I, frail man, be pleading, Who for me be interceding When the just are mercy 
needing? 
 
Notice that last line, the just, the righteous, need mercy! The hymn goes on to set before us the examples of Christ’s 
mercy upon sinners, the sinful woman whom He saved, the dying thief on the cross whom He forgave. The King of 
Majesty sends free salvation. He is the fount of pity and the friend of poor sinners. That is what the Holy Gospels set 
before you. You see His love for those unable to save themselves, you see what He has done, going even to the cross to 
make total satisfaction for your sins. And it is that perfect righteousness that is given you in Holy Baptism. 
 
So you are not left to wallow in despair. The other godly habit of the Christian that consideration of the judgment brings 
is for us to see Christ not only as Judge but as Savior. The Holy Spirit grants faith to see that Jesus is the only one who has 
done only good and nothing worthy of condemnation. It is only because the sheep are clothed in His righteousness that 
He sees only good, only occasion to praise and reward and not a single sin or flaw is found. That comes only from the 
conscience that is washed in His holy blood. And if you have been washed in His blood, baptized, absolved, and a 
partaker of His Table, then you can know that is how He sees you already.  
 
Before any mention of works is made, the sheep’s status as those “who are blessed by [the] Father,” inheritors of “the 
kingdom prepared for [them] from the foundation of the world,” is proclaimed. This is who they are, blessed, spoken 
well of by the Father, chosen in Christ, the kingdom prepared for them from eternity. The Judgment simply makes it 
known to all the world, brings to light all that proceeded from this reality. The inheritance is given to the sons not by their 
merits or works, it is given simply by their being sons. A son does work in service to his father, not in terror of 
punishment nor to earn favor, but out of love simply by virtue of being a son. I see this every time I do yardwork, I am 
never out there alone for very long until at least one but usually more of my children come and insist on helping. And 
especially when they are little, their “help” isn’t perfect. It usually has to be corrected, straightened out. But it is pleasing to 
their father and it is good, praised and received in love.  
 
With this status as the blessed children of the Father, those who are well-spoken of by Him through our Lord Jesus 
Christ, we look to the Last Day with confidence because we have already heard the verdict. You know who you are. And 
so also in preparation of that Day, you do look for the works God has prepared for you to do. Neither in fearful terror 
nor godless hopes to gain His love and salvation, but rather in love for those whom God has placed in your life, in love 
for your Father who uses you has His hands of care and mercy, whom you see in those you serve, thus showing who and 
whose you are. 
 
May the Holy Spirit therefore keep the Judgment ever before us in our hearts and minds, that we may repent of our sins, 
and be moved to place all our trust in Him who payed our debt, thus standing confident in Christ on that Day! Come, 
Lord Jesus, come quickly! 


