The Road That Led To Calvary #3

“The Wrath of God on Sin”

selected Scriptures

Merely mention the phrase, “the wrath of God,” and folks picture an old-fashioned hell-fire and brimstone preacher thundering from a pulpit doom and destruction on the wicked. How many of us had to read the sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” while in school? I always imagined Jonathan Edwards must have been some big, burly guy with a booming voice bellowing out the lines,

The bow of God’s wrath is bent, and the arrow made ready on the string, and justice bends the arrow at your heart, and strains the bow, and it is nothing but the mere pleasure of God, and that of an angry God, without any promise or obligation at all, that keeps the arrow one moment from being made drunk with your blood….
O sinner! Consider the fearful danger you are in: it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide and bottomless pit, full of the fire of wrath, that you are held over in the hand of that God, whose wrath is provoked and incensed as much against you, as against many of the damned in hell. You hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath flashing about it, and ready every moment to singe it, and burn it asunder; and you have no interest in any Mediator, and nothing to lay hold of to save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of your own, nothing that you ever have done, nothing that you can do, to induce God to spare you one moment….

Therefore, let every one that is out of Christ, now awake and fly from the wrath to come. The wrath of Almighty God is now undoubtedly hanging over a great part of this congregation: Let every one fly out of Sodom: “Haste and escape for your lives, look not behind you, escape to the mountain, lest you be consumed.”

But that’s not how it happened at all. One author describes the scene this way:

A stick-thin, austere pastor went to his pulpit one Sunday. He stood in the pulpit, a sermon manuscript in one hand and a candle by which to see it in the other. He held the manuscript up close to his face because of his poor eyesight. His voice, as usual, was rather weak and seemed to drone on in the familiar monotone way he always did as he read word-for-word from his scripted message. He was anything but animated, captivating and colorful.
 

Little did the congregation know that their response to the Spirit-anointed preaching of God’s Word on that day would be the beginning of a movement that would see tens of thousands of people brought to faith in Jesus Christ, not only in America, but in England as well. It was to become known as The Great Awakening.

I wouldn’t necessarily advocate that style of preaching today, but the truth of Edwards’ words cannot be challenged. Yet preaching about the wrath of God is about as dated as reading by the light of a candle from a manuscript in a monotone voice. We just don’t do that anymore.

Maybe we should. (Preach about the wrath of God, that is; not returning to candlelight!) 

As we continue down the road that led to Calvary, we come to a crossroads. We have considered the holiness of God and the sinfulness of humanity, and where those two concepts meet, the result is the wrath of God on sin. As Leon Morris puts it, “There must be an eternal recoil against the unholy on the part of the all-holy God.”

This morning I want to examine the wrath of God on sin. We will not touch on all the Bible says on the subject, for as we will see this is a topic addressed quite often in Scripture. There are more than twenty words used to express ‘wrath’ as it applies to Yahweh (in addition to a number of other words which occur only with reference to human anger). These are used so frequently that there are over 580 occurrences to be taken into consideration.
 I will focus on the manifestation of God’s wrath, the meaning of God’s wrath, and the motivation of God’s wrath.

The Manifestation of God’s Wrath

Let’s begin with the manifestation of God’s wrath. I believe the quintessential expression of God’s wrath is seen in Genesis 19:24-25 in the New American Standard Bible: “Then the Lord rained on Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven, and He overthrew those cities, and all the valley, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the ground.” This is where we get “fire and brimstone” that is associated with the wrath of God.

Another manifestation of God’s wrath is seen in Isaiah 63:1-6,

Who is this coming from Edom, from Bozrah, with his garments stained crimson? Who is this, robed in splendor, striding forward in the greatness of his strength? 

“It is I, speaking in righteousness, mighty to save.” 

Why are your garments red, like those of one treading the winepress? 

“I have trodden the winepress alone; from the nations no one was with me. I trampled them in my anger and trod them down in my wrath; their blood spattered my garments, and I stained all my clothing. For the day of vengeance was in my heart, and the year of my redemption has come. I looked, but there was no one to help, I was appalled that no one gave support; so my own arm worked salvation for me, and my own wrath sustained me. I trampled the nations in my anger; in my wrath I made them drunk and poured their blood on the ground.”

(Remember this scene; it comes back later in the New Testament!)

Another manifestation is described in Isaiah 66:15-16,

See, the Lord is coming with fire, and his chariots are like a whirlwind; he will bring down his anger with fury, and his rebuke with flames of fire. For with fire and with his sword the Lord will execute judgment upon all men, and many will be those slain by the Lord.

God displayed His wrath within historical events, as in Israel’s wilderness wanderings (Psa. 95:10–11) or the Babylonian exile (Lam. 2:21–22). But His wrath will be fully expressed on the dies irae, the “day of wrath” at the end of the age, when all wrongs will be punished (Zeph. 1:15).

“Oh, sure,” some will say, “But that’s the Old Testament. The New Testament depicts God as a God of love and grace.” That’s dangerous ground doctrinally. In fact, that belief is one of the earliest heresies of the early church, promoted by a man named Marcion, who was the first to elaborate the notion that the God of the Old Testament and the God of the New Testament are two distinct deities. The severely righteous God of the Old Testament, the God of wrath, has a real existence, but He is different from and inferior to the good and kind Redeemer-God of the New Testament, the God whom Jesus knew and revealed as “Father.”
 That’s heresy, which is a fancy word for hogwash.

It is true that the word “wrath” does not occur often in the Gospels. But it is there and the idea of the divine wrath is present even when the word is not. John the Baptist warned his hearers of “the coming wrath” in Matthew 3:7, and Jesus spoke of “wrath against this people” in Luke 21:23.
 Another quote from Jesus doesn’t use the word but clearly communicates the thought is found in Luke 12:4-5, “I tell you, my friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body and after that can do no more. But I will show you whom you should fear: Fear him who, after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him.”
People who think God is nothing but love are uncomfortable with such words. We need to be uncomfortable with such a concept of love. As Chuck Swindoll observes, 

The god of today’s making looks pathetically weak—nothing at all like an almighty Creator who cares for His creation. People today want a god they don’t have to fear, supposing that he would be more loving than one who gets upset when people don’t please him. But a passive, hand-wringing god who cannot be angered is not one I would characterize as loving. A God of love must hate anything that harms those He loves.

God hates? Oh, those two words should never belong together…should they? According to the Bible, they do belong together! No less than fifteen times in Scripture we read that God hates. God hates every evil thing.

Some people are disturbed about the idea of a God of love possessing wrath. Any God who does not have wrath is a monstrosity, a crippled God. God’s attributes are balanced by His perfection. God is perfect in His love, but He is also perfect in His holiness and His justice. It is perfectly and gloriously true that God is love, but it is just as true that God is hate. Anyone who does not take account of the hatred of God has failed to comprehend one of the most important truths of the universe. God is love toward the sinner, but God is hate toward sin. 
One of the tragedies today is that there has been a preaching of the love of God to the exclusion of the preaching of the hatred of God. There cannot be too much preaching of the love of God, providing it is balanced with a preaching of God’s hatred for sin and God’s ultimate wrath toward those that know Him not and who obey not the gospel of His Son.

“This doesn’t sound like Jesus!” some might object. Yet in John 3:36 He said, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.” This is the only place in any of John’s epistles or his Gospel that he uses the word wrath, though he uses it six times in the book of Revelation. This verse parallels John 3:18, “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God's one and only Son.” There can be no neutrality when it comes to Jesus Christ: we either trust Him or we reject Him. And those who reject Him will suffer the wrath of God. A person does not have to die and go to hell to be under the wrath of God. The verdict has already been given, but the sentence has not yet been executed. Why? Because God is patient and long-suffering, and continues to call sinners to repentance.
 It is impossible to take the Gospels seriously and yet maintain that Jesus did not teach the reality of the wrath of God.

And it is not only a question of passages which specifically use the term “wrath.” There are others that clearly make use of the concept, even though the word does not occur. Paul writes in 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9 about the day when “He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power.” This is certainly the same stern reality as is elsewhere called “the wrath of God” and it must be reckoned with, even though Paul does not choose to use the word “wrath” to express it.

Oh, one last reference. Remember the passage I read earlier from Isaiah 63? It is quoted in Revelation 19:15, describing the Second Coming of Jesus: “Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. ‘He will rule them with an iron scepter.’ He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty.”
The wrath of God is real. It has been manifested in the past, and will be in the future.

The Meaning of God’s Wrath

What is the meaning of God’s wrath, then? The wrath of God is often confused with that irrational passion we so frequently find in man and which was commonly ascribed to heathen deities. But this is not the only meaning of the term. If we think of a wrath which is the reverse side of a holy love, a flame which sears but purifies, then we have a conception which is valuable for a right conception of the nature of God.

The New Testament uses Greek has two words for anger, orge and thymos. These are often used in much the same way and indeed in New Testament times it would be very difficult to find a consistent difference between them There is a distinction in the New Testament, however, at least as regards God, for outside Revelation with its vivid imagery, the word thymos is applied to God only once; orge was evidently seen as much more suitable for divine anger.

This word orge has a meaning like “to be growing ripe for something.” It is used, for example, of the swelling of buds when the sap rises and of the swelling of fruit as it gets ripe. When it is applied to God it means that his wrath is due to his settled opposition to every evil thing. By contrast, thymos is connected with thyo, “to seethe.” The imagery lends itself to the idea of an anger that is boiling over, a sudden loss of control, or a passionate outburst. The wrath of God is not an uncontrollable outburst of passion, but the settled opposition to evil that arises from the fact that God is who and what He is.
 John Stott defines the wrath of God as His “pure and perfect antagonism to evil.”

Some have doubted whether a God of love can experience anger toward his creatures. The Jewish philosopher Philo championed the Stoic idea that a perfect being by definition could not become angry. In the twentieth century, C. H. Dodd held that “wrath of God” is merely symbolic of the fact that sin has consequences. But such viewpoints reveal more about the writers’ theological assumptions than the consistent teaching of the Bible.

In Scripture, the wrath of God is not an emotion telling how God feels; it tells us rather how He acts toward sin—and sinners. Wrath is God’s personal reaction against sin. Sin is no trivial matter, and the plight of human beings is one from which they cannot rescue themselves. Wrath expresses what God is doing and what He will do with sin.

The Motivation of God’s Wrath

Finally we turn to the motivation of God’s wrath. What causes Him to become angry?

The simple answer is our sin. Isaiah 59:18 states, “According to what they have done, so will he repay wrath to his enemies and retribution to his foes; he will repay the islands their due.” God is not thought of as impulsively angry (like the gods of the heathen), but, because He is a moral Being, His anger is directed towards wrongdoing in any shape or form. Once roused, this anger is not easily alleviated, and dire consequences may follow.

The heathen worshipped capricious gods. The worshippers could never guess what the gods would be up to next. They could never tell when their gods would be angry or what it was that annoyed them. The Israelites were not in doubt. They knew that one thing and one thing alone aroused God’s anger, and that was sin. They knew that God was always angry with sin—the reason there are so many references to the divine wrath is that they had so much experiential knowledge of the subject!

Other Scriptures point to these motivations for God’s wrath. Psalm 78:21-22 says, “When the Lord heard them, he was very angry; his fire broke out against Jacob, and his wrath rose against Israel, for they did not believe in God or trust in his deliverance.” Paul writes in Romans 1:18, “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness,” and in Ephesians 2:3, “All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.” Unbelief, disobedience, and going our own way all motivate the wrath of God.

Yet there is a secondary, more profound motivation for the wrath of God, one I have already hinted at earlier: the love of God. As contradictory as that may sound, it is true that divine love and divine wrath are compatible aspects of the divine nature. There is a divine wrath, yet it is always exercised with a certain tenderness. Even when He is angry with man’s sin God loves man and is concerned for his well-being in the fullest sense. There is a divine love, but it is not a careless sentimentality indifferent to the moral integrity of the loved ones. Rather it is a love which is a purifying fire, blazing against everything that hinders the loved ones from being the very best that they can be.

Ultimately a God of love must have the capacity for anger. But the wrath of God is not the kind of bellowing anger we have come to associate with abusive people. Rather, God’s “wrath” is a righteous and holy response to humanity’s sinful, rebellious nature. God’s anger is, in fact, a passionate expression of outrage against wrongdoing. And while it is indeed a passionate response, it is completely consistent with God’s character, which is also love. His wrath is, without question, fearsome, yet it is also controlled, deliberate, measured, and utterly just. His wrath is nothing less than a reasonable expression of His righteous character and His unfailing love when confronted with evil.
 It is, in fact, the love of God for us that leads Him to be so hostile to our sin. If He loved us less He would not care about it.

Why should we spend time on the subject of God’s wrath? Three answers emerge. The first is that it is part of Scripture. It is here in the Bible and as we shell see, it is everywhere in the Bible. And if we regard the Bible as the Word of God, and our authority in all matters of faith and conduct, we cannot pick and choose; we must take it as it is and consider its every part and portion. Secondly, we must do so because what we are told here is, after all, a matter of fact. And if the biblical doctrine of the wrath of God is true, then it is the most important fact confronting every one of us at this moment; infinitely more important than anything going on in the world. Thirdly, and most importantly, we can never understand the love of God until we understand this doctrine. In fact, we can never truly understand why it is that the Lord Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God, had to come into this world unless we understand this doctrine of the wrath of God and the judgment of God. The death of our Lord upon the cross is not absolutely necessary unless this doctrine is true. So, you see, it is a vital matter for us to consider.

God is angry at sin, and we—each and every one of us—are subject to eternal separation from Him in a place of indescribable suffering. This isn’t a particularly enjoyable teaching of Scripture. If by the end of this you feel like running and hiding from God, you are just beginning to see Him as He is, and you are just beginning to understand the gravity of sin.

Thankfully, this is not the end of the road that led to Calvary. When God warns of His impending wrath and urges people to repent and avoid it, He puts it in a language they can understand: He tells them to “flee from the wrath to come” in Luke 3:7. He says in effect, “Turn from evil before I rise up in wrath against you. I love you, but I hate the sin you love. Separate yourself from your evil ways before I send judgment upon you.”

The wrath of God is real. It has not been annulled. 

But it can be avoided.
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