Now to Him #3

“He Is Able”

Jude 24-25

In 1914, Sir Earnest Shackleton set out for Antarctica with a full crew of men aboard a ship named—appropriately enough—Endurance. Their goal was to achieve a crossing of the entire mass of Antarctica from sea to sea, passing through the South Pole.

However, before they could actually make land, their ship became trapped in the pack ice. The expedition party watched helplessly as meticulously, over time, the Endurance was reduced to splinters by the heaving mass of ice. Shackleton guided the full crew onto the ice, and what followed is one of the great survival stories of history.

For the next two years they survived by sledging their way along the treacherous ice packs of Antarctica. At times melting ice beneath their feet threatened to cast them into the sea. At other times they faced cold of a kind almost no one survives. But survive they did, for twenty-four months. And eventually Shackleton guided them to a small island from which he and a handful of the men piled into one of the tiny wooden boats they’d salvaged, launching out across the most formidable stretch of open ocean on the planet. Then, largely without navigational aid, Shackleton threaded a needle that was still lost in a haystack, landing the small crew and their dingy on desolate South Georgia Island.

Shackleton then tirelessly persisted with a new crew and ship until he was able to return to the tiny island where the remainder of his men held out. After two years on Antarctica—by the rest of the world presumed dead—Shackleton brought every man under his charge through to safety.

Think of that! Every man made it home.

Will you? Will I?
 

I imagine every member of that crew—and even Shackleton himself—had times of doubt that they would survive. Home may have seemed a dream that would never come true. In the end, though, their captain brought them safely home.

We may have similar times of doubt regarding our spiritual journey. As we look at the landscape of our age, watching it continue to deteriorate, observing threats on every side, we may indeed wonder if we will make it to our heavenly home.

If that is true for you, or ever has been, I invite you to turn with me to what has been called “one of the most beautiful doxologies in the New Testament.”
 It is found in the tiny book of Jude, the next-to-last book in the Bible. This letter only contains one chapter, and the final two verses read,

To Him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before His glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen.
While closing prayers are common in New Testament letters, only four of them end with a doxology. Jude’s doxology is relatively long and ends our letter on a positive note rather than the negative one of the condemnation of the teachers he opposes. Like the typical doxology, it consists of an addressee (God, indicated by “to Him”), ascribed honor (using a variety of terms), the extent of the honor (“forever”), and an invitation for the hearers to affirm this honor (“Amen”).

To fully appreciate this doxology we must understand that Jude was written as a letter of dire warning. He begins in verses 3-4, 

Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints. For certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you. They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.

Jude wrote this brief note as a call to arms against the false teaching and teachers plaguing the church in his day. (This oft-overlooked book is very relevant today as well, and may be the topic of an extended study in the future.) So the great promise of verses 24-25 was first written to believers experiencing incredible pressures from a godless society, a compromising church, and their own wavering inner resolve. While Jude does point to actions his readers need to take, the emphasis is on what God could do for them. Quite simply, Jude says, God can keep you from falling and from never making it home.

Let’s take a closer look.

The Gracious Promise

Jude begins with the gracious promise in verse 24: “To Him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before His glorious presence without fault and with great joy…” God is described as the one “who is able to keep you from falling.” God’s ability to keep or guard has already been celebrated by Jude in verse 1 as he said that Christians are “kept by Jesus Christ.”
 The Greek word for “keep” means “to guard” or “to watch,” or, negatively, “not to sleep.” God keeps a ceaseless watch upon His own.
 

Yet in verse 21 Jude writes, “Keep yourselves in God’s love.” Wait! Which is it? Am I kept by God, or do I keep myself? The answer, as you might expect, is “yes,” but not in an identical sense. The Greek term tēreō in verse 21 means, “watch”; in verse 24 the word phylassō is used, and it means “guard.” There is a difference. We must watch that we stay close to the Lord, but only He can guard us so that we do not stumble.

In other words, God does the keeping, but He works through our obedience in building ourselves up in faith, praying in the Holy Spirit, and consciously walking under the banner of His love.
 Jude assures us that our strength comes from God, not ourselves. He is able to keep us from stumbling. 

What does that mean? The Greek word meaning “free from stumbling” is aptaistos, which was used to describe a sure-footed horse that does not stumble.
 Jude was not writing about the possibility of the believer falling out of God’s family. He was writing about the believer’s daily walk with the Lord and the danger of going astray and stumbling into false teaching or sinful lifestyles.
 As one commentator puts it, “We will never fall over our own feet, nor will someone else be able to trip us.”
 As the psalmist wrote in Psalm 56:13, “For you have delivered me from death and my feet from stumbling, that I may walk before God in the light of life.”
 Our great, omnipotent God is just as able to keep us as He was able to save us in the first place.

The second part of gracious promise is that God is able to “present you before His glorious presence without fault and with great joy.” God “presents” us or, literally, “stands” us before his presence. While “present” is the better translation, the Greek reader would not miss the contrast of standing and falling. They are different aspects of the same thing: if one does not fall in the world, then one stands before God, and both standing and being without fault are products of God’s action.

The phrase “without fault” translates a Greek term applied to animal sacrifices that had to be perfect, “without spot or blemish” as the Old Testament required. As God commanded in Leviticus 1:2-3, “When any of you brings an offering to the Lord, bring as your offering an animal from either the herd or the flock…without defect.” Only the spotless was fit for God.
 Peter describes Jesus Christ as “a Lamb unblemished and spotless” in 1 Peter 1:19. Jude uses the same word here to describe Christians. Christ sacrificed Himself for His church that He might “present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless,” according to Ephesians 5:27.

And so God is able to preserve us throughout the course of this life and deliver us safely to our destination—to stand in His presence without fault. How does this happen? By exerting our energy, accomplishing enough good works, or mustering the strength it takes to endure? No! It happens through the sure foundation of Christ’s atonement and the preserving work of the Holy Spirit. With God as our Savior we have nothing to fear.
 What joy we will experience as we are presented faultless in God’s presence in heaven!

The Glorious Praise

From the gracious promise of verse 24 Jude moves to the glorious praise of verse 25: “to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen.” With such great promises of purification and preservation, it’s no wonder Jude concludes his letter with a soaring doxology of praise.
 To God alone be the glory! This is the final note of Jude’s letter.

Notice this praise is directed to “God our Savior.” Usually we associate the word “Savior” with Jesus Christ, but here Jude attaches it to God. He is not alone in this, for God is often called Savior in the New Testament. So we conclude with the great and comforting certainty that behind everything there is a God whose name is “Savior.” As Christians we have the joyous certainty that in this world we live in the love of God and that in the next world we go to that love. The love of God is at once the atmosphere and the goal of all our living.

This doxology is simply an outburst of worship, and worship here takes the shape of ascribing to God four specific attributes that define His character and power: glory, majesty, power and authority.
 Let’s briefly consider each characteristic.

“Glory” is the public, visible and acclaimed presence of God, the glory of Sinai, in the tabernacle and the temple, which left at the time of the exile. It was again seen on earth only in the face of the Lord Jesus, where the apostles had “seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). We will see it only when he brings us before his glorious presence forever.
 Glory has been defined as “the sum total of all that God is and all that God does.”

When we talk of “majesty” we are speaking the language of royalty. We describe that which is regal and magnificent. The term looks to God as Sovereign and King and Ruler.
 This speaks of God’s transcendent greatness.
 He is not simply King; He is King of kings! He is not simply Lord; He is Lord of lords!

The final two virtues attributed to God are “power” and “authority.” This might be confusing as some English translations use the words “dominion” and “power.” Both Greek words used here are translated “power” at times, yet they each have a distinct meaning. The first term speaks of the raw power God possesses.
 It carries the ideas of force and strength, superiority, and power in action.
 The second term is the right to use power.
 God possesses all power—He is omnipotent—and He has the right to exercise that power throughout His created universe. That is worthy of our worship! 

The scope of this glorious praise is seen in the phrase, “before all ages, now and forevermore!” This envisions the past, reaching back before the beginning of time and space, the “now” of history, and the never-ending age to be ushered in by the return of Christ. God’s sovereign power and right to rule are eternal! The only sensible response to this truth is a resounding “Amen.”

“Amen” is not simply a rote liturgical response, nor the way a person indicated that a prayer is ending, but the response by which the congregation made a prayer or doxology their own. It would be equivalent to modern readers shouting, “Yes!” It ends the other doxologies to which we have referred to, and so here it ends Jude, not as something read aloud by the messenger but as a response of the congregation, affirming the honor of the God whom they served in Jesus Christ.

This little letter of Jude ends with a big bang. The gracious promise of what God can do leads to the glorious praise of who God is. He is able to keep us from falling. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are more than a match for the world, the flesh, and the Devil. The power is available to us, but it is up to us to avail ourselves of it.

If we want to keep our feet on the ground spiritually, walk straight, and not stumble, then we must yield ourselves fully to the Savior. He alone is able to guard us, but we must “keep ourselves in the love of God.” He is able if we are willing! 

We need not fear or even wonder if we are going to make it to our heavenly home. The enemy is subtle and the dangers are great. But the only wise God our Savior will keep us safe and one day present us joyfully in glory!
 

And all God’s people said…Amen!
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