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The movie “2012” is the latest in a long string of movies and books that wonder out loud about what “the end of the world” might look like.  I haven’t watched the movie myself – it got poor reviews from everyone I’ve talked to – but I have watched the trailer. The trailer starts by showing us average people going through their normal routine, and then very quickly shifts to show us scene after scene of buildings collapsing and roads falling into the earth and cars crashing.  And then the screen goes black and you hear a voice in whispered tones say this: “We thought we would have more time.”  
Procrastination comes naturally to most of us.  As it has been said, “Never put off until tomorrow what can be put off completely.”  Or here’s how one procrastinator put it: “If something is worth doing, it would have been done already.”  But Martin Luther really made the point when he simply said this: “How soon ‘not now’ becomes never.”
This morning we want to spend a few minutes exploring what Jesus taught about the end of days.  I’m not going to speculate about when the end will be, since Jesus was quite clear that we couldn’t know that information.  If it was important for us to be able to figure out when the end is coming, I feel quite certain Jesus would have told us how to do just that.  But he didn’t do that.  Instead he told us to be ready, because it could happen at any time.  
But while Jesus didn’t give us a chronology of the end of days, there are some things he very much wanted us to know about the future.  More specifically, there are certain things Jesus thought we needed to know about our future, about our eternal future.  After all, the end of days is coming for each of us.  For some the end of days is still a long time off, while for some the end of days is far closer than we’d like to think, but there will be an end of days for all of us.  And that’s really what we want to talk about this morning.  Our focus isn’t on trying to divine when the end of days might be, but instead we want to ask the question, “What happens next? When all is said and done, then what?  And is there anything I can do now to get ready for what happens next?”
Jesus told a story about a man, a very rich man, a man who thought he would have more time.  Here’s the story, from Luke 12:

   The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop.  He thought to himself, “What shall I do?  I have no place to store my crops.”  Then he said, “This is what I’ll do.  I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.  And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of good things laid up for many years.  Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”
But God said to him, “You fool!  This very night your life will be demanded from you.  Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?”  This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God.  (Luke 12:16-21)  
We’ll talk more about this parable in a bit, but here’s the big point I want us to get right from the start, the big point Jesus wants us to get right from the start – there’s less time than we think.  Like the character in the movie “2012,” our default setting is to assume that we have more time.  No matter how young or how old, no matter how rich or how poor, it is just natural for us to think that we have plenty of time for whatever it is we want to do, for whatever it is we should do.  And Jesus wants us to understand that the amount of time we have is not up to us.  It’s in God’s hands.  The rich man in this story assumed, the text tells us, that the end of his days was still “many years” off.  And God said that was a foolish assumption. It was foolish to think he knew how much time he had left; it was foolish to think that the number of days he had left was in any way up to him.  

So given that the end of days is coming and that when it comes is out of our hands, how do we prepare?  What does Jesus tell us about the end of days that helps us to get ready for the transition to eternity?   
My grandfather Otto Hanson, who passed away a number of years ago when he was 87, grew up in Norway in a city called Tromso.  I imagine most of you have never heard of Tromso, even though it’s the 7th most populated city in all of Norway with nearly 64,000 inhabitants.  Let’s pretend that what’s next for me is a move to Tromso, that come January 1st I am going to move to Tromso for the next five years.  I say “I am going to move” because I’m quite sure my wife will have other plans.  Would you agree that if I was going to spend the next five years of my life in a faraway place like Tromso I would want to be prepared?  I would want to know what the weather is like, for example.  Tromso is over 200 miles inside the Arctic Circle, in the land of the Midnight Sun.  Between May and July the sun never sets on Tromso.  On the other hand, between November and January the sun never rises.  It gets cold in Tromso, but actually not that cold, because of the Gulf Stream – the record cold is only 4 degrees below zero.  On the other hand, it can get a bit of snow.  On April 29, 1997 they got 94.5 inches of snow … all in one day.
So if I were going to spend the next five years of my life – which may well be the last five years of my life – in Tromso, I would work very hard to be as prepared as I could be.  I would do a lot of research and ask a lot of questions and plan as best I could to make the best of my life in Tromso.  That’s just smart, isn’t it?  You would do the same thing, if you were going to spend the next five years of your life in a foreign land.

The Bible tells us that we’re going to spend not just the next five years but all of eternity in a place that’s quite different from the world we inhabit now.  So it just makes sense to me that we do some research and find out as much as we can about our eternal destiny and that we do whatever we can to prepare for the life to come.  So let’s get started by exploring what Jesus had to tell us about what comes next and what we can do to prepare for it.  
It Will Be A Day Of Justice 
The first thing Jesus wants us to know about the end of days is this – that day will be a day of justice.  According to the dictionary, one definition of justice is “the judgment of persons or causes by judicial process.”  A corollary definition is “the administering of deserved punishment or reward.”  When you read through the Bible you discover that it’s not just those grumpy Old Testament prophets who talk about the end of days being a day of judgment; Jesus talked about the end of days in the same terms.  There is coming, Jesus said, a day of judgment, and on that day, justice will be done.
Now I know some of this is hard to hear, but let me ask you a big favor and ask you to stay with me for a few minutes, because ultimately what we’re talking about this morning is very good news.  Maybe it’s not as exciting as being told that you’re moving to Tromso, but it’s really very exciting and very hopeful news.  So hang in there with me as we track what Jesus taught us about the end of days.

First, let’s be very clear that there will be a day of judgment come the end of days.  In Matthew 10, for example, Jesus tells his disciples to go to all the villages of Israel with the good news of the gospel.  If those villages welcome you, Jesus says, then bless them, but if they reject you, then shake the dust off your feet and move on.  And then listen to what Jesus says about those who reject the gospel message: “I tell you the truth, it will be more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for that town.” (Matthew 10:15)  There is coming, Jesus taught, a day of judgment, a day when justice will be done, a day when right will be rewarded and wrong will be punished.  This is something he talked about quite a lot.  Look at these verses in Matthew 11. The text tells us that Jesus began to denounce the cities of Korazin, Capernaum and Bethsaida, three cities in which he did more miracles than anywhere else, and yet the people of those cities still rejected him.  Here’s what Jesus said:
Woe to you, Korazin!  Woe to you, Bethsaida!  If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes.  But I tell you, it will be more bearable for Tyre and Sidon on the day of judgment than for you.  And you, Capernaum, will you be lifted up to the skies?  No, you will go down to the depths.  If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Sodom, it would have remained to this day.  But I tell you that it will be more bearable for Sodom on the day of judgment than for you.  (Matthew 11:21-24)
Now there are two things I want us to be sure we notice in these verses from Matthew 10 and 11.  The first one is obvious – at the end of days there will be a day of judgment.  There will be a day of accountability, a day when the books are settled.  But let’s also be sure to notice something else Jesus is telling us about how justice will be handled.  Notice the phrase “more bearable.”  Jesus uses it in both passages.  He says, “These people will be judged for what they did wrong, and these people will be judged for what they did wrong, and it will be more bearable for the first group than for the second group.”  
You’ve heard the phrase “the punishment should fit the crime.”  That’s part of what we mean when we talk about justice, isn’t it?  Suppose you have two children.  Suppose your son neglects to make his bed one morning, and suppose your daughter forges your signature on a check and steals $10,000 from you.  What would your son say if you told your son and daughter, “OK, no TV for a week for either of you!”  Your son would say, “That’s not fair!”  And he would be right; it wouldn’t be fair to give him the same punishment for not making his bed as you gave your daughter for stealing $10,000 from you.  

Here’s what Jesus wants us to know about the end of days.  When judgment day comes, you can be confident that God will be completely fair.  For those who are subjected to punishment, the punishment will fit the crime.  It will be more bearable for those who were less blameworthy than for those who were more blameworthy.  Now Jesus doesn’t give us the details of how that’s going to work in eternity, so I won’t offer any of my speculation.  But the point is this – at the end of days, justice will be done.  At the end of days, the truth will come out.  At the end of days, accounts will be settled.  And here’s what we will not hear at the end of days; we will hear no one complain, “That’s not fair.”  

One of the objections people raise when we talk about the end of days is that it doesn’t seem fair.  For example, the concept of hell doesn’t seem fair.  And let’s be frank about this – Jesus talks a lot about hell.  Bible scholars tell us that 13% of the teachings of Jesus are about judgment and hell (Max Lucado, “When Christ Comes,” p. 118).  Here are just a few.  In Matthew 18:9 Jesus says, “And if your eye causes you to sin, cut it out and throw it away.  It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell.”  In Matthew 10:28 Jesus says, “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”  In Matthew 23:33 Jesus says to the Pharisees, “You snakes!  You brood of vipers!  How will you escape being condemned to hell?”  So Jesus taught that there is a hell.  And that bothers us.  It should bother us.  It should bother us to think of ourselves going to hell, and it should bother us to think of anyone we care about going to hell.
Now Jesus wasn’t long on details about hell, so I can’t answer all of your questions about hell or even my questions about hell.  But here’s what Jesus wants us to understand, and here’s what I believe with all my heart – I believe that I can trust God to be completely fair.  I know some of us wonder, “Well what about people who never heard about Jesus – how could God send them to hell?  That’s not fair!”  Or we wonder, “What about the person who lived a really moral life but sincerely believed that some other religion was true – how could God send them to hell?  That’s not fair!”  I understand those questions; those are good questions.  But let’s remember where our sense of fairness and justice comes from – God.  As our Creator and as the Creator of our universe, God is the author of justice.  There was a study done at UCLA in 2008 which concluded that the concepts of “fairness” and “justice” are hard-wired into our brains.  And the Bible says that God is the one who hard-wired those concepts into us.  So if God is the author of justice, if our sense of fairness comes from God, why do I think that when it comes to matters of eternity that somehow I’m going to have a better sense of justice than God?  Over and over again the Bible assures us that our God loves justice, that he cherishes justice; in Psalm 11: 7 we read, “For the Lord is righteous, he loves justice; upright men will see his face.”  The Bible also assures us that God is all-knowing, that he knows everything we do, everything we say, and everything we think.  In other words, no one will be in a better position to judge us than God, because he alone will have access to all the relevant information.  So when it comes time for God to judge the peoples of the world, here is the confidence we can have – we can be confident that no one will say to God, “That’s not fair.”  At the end of days there will be a day of judgment, and on that day all of us will acknowledge that the Judge of all the earth is just and fair and right.  That, by the way, is exactly what the Book of Revelation tells us about the end of days in Revelation 15 where we read that on that day all of heaven will proclaim this: “Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty.  Just and true are your ways, King of the ages.” (Revelation 15:3)  When we come to the end of days, justice will be done, and we will all know it.
It Will Be A Day Of Rewards
Here’s a second truth Jesus wants us to understand about the end of days – the end of days will be a day of rewards.  In Matthew 16:27 Jesus taught us this: “For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.”  In the very last chapter of the Bible, Revelation 22, the apostle John records these words of Jesus: “Behold, I am coming soon!  My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done.” (Revelation 22:12)  
One of the things I appreciated about my boss when I was working as a lawyer is that he noticed how hard I worked and he noticed when I did a good job.  A big part of an associate’s pay in a law firm is the end of the year bonus, and that bonus is determined in large part by certain numbers – the amount of profit the firm made and the number of hours the lawyer worked being the two most important numbers.  But to really be fair, the committee that determines bonuses needs to know the whole picture.  They need to know how hard the lawyer worked, how successful he was, how well he worked with clients, how willing he was to make sacrifices, and so on.  And that’s what I relied on my boss to communicate to the committee, because he was the one who was in a position to know those things about me.  And I always knew my boss would do his best to make sure the committee had a fair and complete picture of just what I had contributed to the firm.
Jesus wants us to know that all of our hard work and all of our sacrifices for the kingdom are noticed and will be rewarded.  In Matthew 10 Jesus put it like this: “And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones because he is my disciple, I tell you the truth, he will certainly not lose his reward.” (Matthew 10:42)  All those things you did for the sake of the kingdom that no one else saw?  Jesus saw them, and he will make sure you get your reward.  All those prayers you prayed that were prayed in the secrecy of your home or your office or your car?  Here’s how Jesus put it: “But when you pray, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen.  Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” (Matthew 6:6)  
So how might knowing that make a difference in how we live now and in how we prepare for the end of days?  If I was getting ready to spend the next five years in Tromso, I would want to make sure that I took with me the things that I could get to Tromso and that would make my life in Tromso better.  But here’s the problem we have in preparing for the end of days – how do we get anything there?  The Egyptian kings tried to do it by building the pyramids for tombs and then loading up their tombs with all sorts of jewelry and clothes and riches.  But when they died, lo and behold all their stuff stayed behind.  The grave robbers benefitted from it, and we kind of enjoy going to museums and looking at what they left behind, but it sure didn’t go with them.  And we’ve all heard the saying, which has quite a bit of truth behind it – “You can’t take it with you.”  But according to Jesus, there is a way to invest in our forever future.  Do you remember the first story of Jesus’ that we read this morning, about the farmer who built bigger barns to store all his stuff, not realizing that the end of that day was the end of his days?  Do you recall what Jesus’ point was?  Jesus said this: “This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself, but is not rich toward God.”  (Luke 12:21)  So how do we become rich toward God?  Listen to how Jesus said it in the Sermon on the Mount: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.  But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven …” (Matthew 6:19-20)  
Whenever you do something out of love for Jesus, you store up treasure in heaven.  When you give your hard-earned money to support ministry, you store up treasure in heaven.  When you feed the hungry, when you comfort a crying child, when you encourage a friend who is out of work, when you pray for your lost neighbor, when you spend your Sunday nights working with our junior high and high school kids, when you sacrifice your Sunday mornings to work in Kingdom Kids, you are storing up treasure in heaven.  And Jesus wants you to know that at the end of days, you will be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams for everything you’ve done for the sake of God’s kingdom.  Here’s how Jesus said it: “And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life.” (Matthew 19:29)  The end of days, Jesus said, will be a day of rewards that will boggle our minds.
It Will Be A Day Of Celebration
And here’s one more thing Jesus taught – the end of days will be a day of celebration.  When Jesus wanted to tell his followers about the end of days he often used stories to do it, and the story he kept coming back to was a story about a wedding banquet.  In Matthew 22 we read this: “Jesus spoke to them again in parables, saying: ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a king who prepared a wedding banquet for his son.’” (Matthew 22:1-2)  The Book of Revelation refers to the end of days in the same terms.  Referring to Jesus as the Lamb of God, the author of Revelation records this: “Then the angel said to me, ‘Write: Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!’” (Revelation 19:9)
Here is the good news – for many millions of people, the end of days will not be a day of sorrow or regret; it will be a day of celebration!  For example, we will not regret God’s justice or fear God’s justice – we will celebrate God’s justice.  We will celebrate that God will take every wrong that has ever been done on this earth and make it right.  Think of all the injustice that has been done, all the unfair and hurtful things you’ve read about or seen or even had done to you – the person who stole from you, the person who lied about you in court, the person who abused your child, the person who fired you unfairly.  At the end of days, the truth will come to light and all wrongs will be made right, because our God is a God of justice, something we will celebrate with great joy at the wedding supper of the Lamb.
But what we will celebrate even more at the end of days, I believe, is God’s grace.  Because here is the hard truth – if God were only a just God, none of us would be celebrating come the end of days.  We have all had wrong things done to us, but we have all done wrong things.  If at the end of days God were to put me on the witness stand and confront me with the evidence of all my selfishness and my lust and my hate and my lies and my hurtful words, justice would require that I pay for my sin with my life.  
But because of God’s grace, the end of my days will not be a day of condemnation but a day of celebration.  In his grace God sent his Son Jesus to pay for my moral crimes with his death on the cross, when Jesus became the Lamb slain for my sin.  That’s how God made my wrongs right – through Jesus.  Revelation 19 has this great imagery to make just this point.  First we are told that at the wedding supper of the Lamb, we who have put our faith in Jesus, we who are the bride of Christ, will be dressed in “fine linen, bright and clean.” (Revelation 19:7-8)  That’s how a bride should be dressed, right, in white.  But do you know our groom will be dressed, how Jesus will be dressed?  Here’s the text: “He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God.” (Revelation 19:13)  The reason our end of days will be a day of celebration is because of the blood of Jesus.  
None of us know when the end of days will come, either for the world as a whole or for ourselves as individuals.  It’s not something we need to worry about; it’s not something we need to be afraid of.  It is something we need to prepare for, and it is – because of the blood of Jesus – something we can look forward to with great confidence and joy.  So let’s make sure right now that we are ready for the end of days, no matter when that might be.  Let’s not make the mistake of thinking that we’ll always have more time.  Let’s bow and make sure we’re right with the God we will meet someday soon come the end of days.
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