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The God Who Is Very Angry

Grace Community Church Sunday School

Carson, Don A. The God Who Is There: Finding Your Place in God's Story. Baker Books, 2010.

Why is the image or idea of God as very angry disconcerting or uncomfortable to us?

I. The Heralds (Revelation 14:6-13)

– Revelation is a kind of writing called apocalyptic, which employs a heavy use of symbols and metaphors to convey the point of the author (or, in this case, Author and author).

– Angels are frequently seen in apocalyptic literature, and here, John sees an angel with a message to proclaim.

– The angel John sees is “directly overhead” or “in midair”--a position where he will be seen by everyone. His message is for “those who dwell on earth, to every nation and tribe and language and people” (14:6).

– The angel has the “eternal gospel” to proclaim, but what is the content of that gospel?

View #1: Revelation 14:6 tells us that the angel has a gospel to proclaim; Revelation 14:7 contains the content of that gospel, viz., “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water.”

– This cannot be the correct understanding of what the “eternal gospel” is, for several reasons. First, by the time John wrote this book, the word “gospel” already has a fixed meaning in the Church: the saving work of Jesus Christ the God-man in living, dying, and being raised from the dead.

– Second, even in Revelation we see that John has a clear picture of this as the gospel: in chapters 4-5.

– Revelation 4 is this spectacular scene of heavenly worship of the God who is “Holy, holy, holy!”

– Then, in Revelation 5, in the hand of God who sits on the throne in the center, there is a scroll written on both sides and sealed seven times. This scroll contains the purposes of God for blessing and judgment for the whole universe.

– An angel cries out loudly, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?” The idea of breaking the seals is to bring to pass everything written in that scroll, so the angel is asking, “Who is able and worthy to come before God and carry out all his plans and purposes for blessing and judgment for the whole universe?”

– No one is found to be worthy anywhere, so John begins to weep. John weeps because if the scroll is not opened, then everything is wasted and useless. Faith is in vain, suffering is in vain, and God has been defeated.

– But the angel with him who's explaining things rouses him and says, “Look! The Lion of the tribe of Judah has prevailed, and he's worthy to open the scroll!”

– So John looks for the Lion of Judah, and sees a Lamb who had been slaughtered. This Lamb doesn't come from anywhere else but from the throne of God itself.

– The song that is sung in celebration and worship as a result of the Lamb taking the scroll is, “Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation...” (5:9 emphasis added).

– Is this not the same gospel message we've seen all along? The Lion-Lamb was slain, and by his blood he has ransomed/redeemed/atoned for not just Jews, but from all peoples everywhere.

View #2: Revelation 14:7 does not give us the content of the eternal gospel, but rather the right response to the eternal gospel.

– “It runs like this: 'Granted that the gospel is here, granted that it is being proclaimed to everyone, granted that this is the sole means by which God's purposes for salvation and judgment come to pass, then fear God and give him glory because the hour of his judgment has come. Worship him who made the heavens, the earth, the sea, and the springs of water” (205).

– A second angel appears, announcing the downfall of idolatry and paganism by announcing the fall of “Babylon” (14:8).

– Babylon was the capital city of the world superpower of the same name just 600-800 years earlier; now, it was little more than a ghost town.

– We find out a lot about Babylon in the book of Daniel; there, the pagan king Nebuchadnezzar boasts, “Is not this great Babylon, which I have built by my mighty power as a royal residence and for the glory of my majesty?” (Daniel 4:30)

– “Small wonder that “Babylon” became synonymous with the spirit of godlessness that in every age lives in those who worship themselves, their successes, and their possessions—anything but the Creator. Society set free from God is its own worst enemy” (205).

– This second angel is then announcing the end of all peoples, powers, and nations that refuse to submit to God because of their “adulteries,” another common biblical description of refusing to worship God and worshiping idols instead.

– The third angel pronounces the devastation of God's judgment on all those who refuse to repent and believe.

– The angel says that God's wrath is poured out “full strength.” What does that mean?

– In that time, freshly pressed wine was about 30 proof, or 15% alcohol. That fresh wine would then be cut, or diluted, before distributed for common table use. Table wine was typically somewhere between 1:3 and 1:10 parts wine-to-water.

– We see an example of this in John 2, when Jesus makes wine from water. The expectation was that the 1:3 stuff—the stronger, more expensive stuff—would get served first, and then the cheaper, less potent 1:10 stuff would be good enough after everybody wouldn't notice the difference.

– The image here of God's wrath is that every judgment of God seen up until this point was “cut” or “diluted,” but the wrath about to follow was uncut, undiluted, “full strength.”

– Think about that for a second. The flood, which destroyed every living thing on earth minus the ark's occupants, was “watered-down” (pardon the pun). Raining fire and sulfur that wiped Sodom and Gomorrah off the map was “diluted.” The plagues in Egypt were practice. Joshua and the Israelites destroying entire cities was a warm-up.

– Another picture of the full strength of God's wrath is that it never ends. The smoke from the fire and sulfur of the wrath of God always rises. The plagues ended. Joshua's wars ended. The flood receded. Hell does not.

II. The Harvest (Revelation 14:14-20)

1. The Grain Harvest (14:14-16)

– There is a time coming when the harvest—that is, judgment—is coming, and there's no escaping it.

– Jesus is the one “like a son of man,” and he will execute the Father's judgment on the world at the Father's appointed time.

– The world does not continue indefinitely. It was created for a purpose, and that purpose will be completed in God's time.

2. The Treading of the Winepress (14:17-20)

– In that time, harvested grapes would be thrown into a large vat with drain holes in the bottom. Servant girls would kick off their shoes, jump in, and stomp the grapes (if you've seen I Love Lucy, you'll have a rather humorous image of that kind of scene). The juice that drained out of the bottom would be channeled into containers for fermentation into wine.

– Here in these verses, it's people and not grapes that are thrown into the winepress of God's wrath. The wrath of God is so thorough and exhaustive that blood (instead of juice) flows as high as a horse's bridle for 200 miles or more.

– “Now I know this is imagery. The sulfur is imagery too. And elsewhere darkness and chains, no doubt, are imagery. But they are not imagery of nothing. In each case they are meant to tell us something important about the awfulness of the final judgment on those who have spurned the 'eternal gospel.' Here the point of the imagery is the violent thoroughness of God's wrath when it is finally poured out” (208).

What's your reaction to texts and truths like this? What makes them difficult to understand and believe? How should this affect our view of God? Of each other?

III. Biblical-Theological Reflections on God's Wrath

1. The Person in the Bible who talks the most about hell is Jesus.

2. There are some small hints that this place of suffering goes on.

3. Those in hell can no longer repent.

– “Let the evildoer still do evil, and the filthy still be filthy, and the righteous still do right, and the holy still be holy” (Revelation 22:11).

– “That is, you move into the new heaven and the new earth—or you move into hell itself—and you remain in principle what you are already. If as a Christian you are already seen as righteous in Christ, if you have already been increasingly conformed to the image of Christ, you move into a new heaven and a new earth, and righteousness becomes yours without footnotes or exceptions or tendencies to fall away or the influences of the old nature....Righteousness is consummated. Or you move into hell, and you do not suddenly turn over a new leaf and become spotless: 'Let those who do wrong continue to do wrong; let those who are vile continue to be vile.' Evil is consummated” (210).

Why is this important to understanding the justice of God's wrath in hell? How does this answer objections that God is “mean” or “cruel” by sending people to hell?

4. Any Christian who teaches on these things without tears is betraying Jesus.

– “We are never more than poor beggars telling others where there is bread; we are never more than condemned prisoners who have found pardon and who want others to enjoy the same” (210).

