“Able To Keep You From Falling”

Jude 1-25 

November 15, 2009

Read Jude v. 1-25.

This morning we return to our series on “why do we do these things in worship.” We have covered a good portion of our typical service: a call to worship; the prayer of confession (corporate and individual) with the assurance of pardon; music and singing; communion; inviting an offering; praying; reading scripture; and preaching. 

At the end of every service, there is this moment of pause before you are dismissed. I raise my hands and utter words that proclaim God’s blessing upon you and send you out. We call it a benediction. Benediction is a Latin word meaning speak well: bene, meaning well or good; and dicere, meaning to speak. It is a short invoking of God’s blessing, guidance and help for all of you as you are heading out of worship back into the world from which you have come. 

Why do we do that, why do I feel like I can speak on God’s behalf, and why is it important for all of you?

1. We are putting God’s name on you.

We begin with the Aaronic blessing – the one you hear many Sundays from Numbers 6:22-27. The LORD spoke to Moses saying, “Speak to Aaron and his sons, saying, ‘Thus you shall bless the Isreaelites: You shall say to them, “The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.”’”

And then, the LORD explains, “So they shall put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them.”

What does it mean that the LORD is putting his name on you?

It means God knows who you are and God cares who you are. It is one of the surprising realizations in life – a breathtaking, aha, oh, my kind of moment – when you are confronted with the understanding that the God who created the heavens and the universe, who created all time and space knows and cares about who you are.

It is one thing to say it, it is another thing to come to grips with what it means. King David, author of Psalm 8, blurts out, 

O Lord, our LORD, how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

You have set your glory above the heavens. Out of the mouths of babes and infants you have founded a bulwark because of your foes, to silence the enemy and the avenger.   

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established; what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?   

Yet you have made him a little lower than God, and crowned him with glory and honor. You have given him dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things under his feet, all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas.   

O Lord, our LORD, how majestic is your name in all the earth!  
David is awed with the very personal realization that God knows and cares for him. In my experience, this is something I have to remember and be reminded consistently. Otherwise, I begin to think of God as a construct of doctrine and platitudes; not very warm or very personal. Many people struggle with this notion – they have the perception that God may have been responsible for creation, but once the big bang or whatever started everything got going, God took off and found something else to hold his interest. It is always a jolt to be confronted with the Holy God who is not far away but impossibly close. 

How close is impossibly close? The writer of Hebrews wrote it this way:

Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account. (Hebrews 4:12-13).
That is close. He knows the thoughts and intentions of the heart. The point is: God knows you.

Not only does God know who you are, he knows everything about you – everything: the good and the bad; the joys and the sorrows; and the ups and the downs. By the way, this is true whether or not you recognize him – the fools who say in their hearts, “There is no god” are not somehow exempt from his awareness or outside of his knowledge. In Isaiah 37, the LORD speaks to the king of Assyria, who has overrun the northern kingdom, Israel, and is making his way to Jerusalem,

I know your rising up and your sitting down, your going out and coming in, and your raging against me. Because you have raged against me and your arrogance has come to my ears, I will put my hook in your nose and my bit in your mouth; I will turn you back on the way by which you came.
The LORD has an in depth knowing of each of us and, as demonstrated by his words to the king of Assyria, cares what we do. The LORD cared that the king raged against him, that the king blasphemed him or denied him; the LORD declared judgment on the king – judgment that was fulfilled.  

Jesus, in John 4, met the woman at the well. He astonished her by, as she said, “Come and see a man who told me everything I have ever done!”

Have you ever stopped and dwelt in the midst of God’s awareness of you? Have you taken time out to be in awe? You do not need to stand at the ocean’s edge or gaze up into the stars; though both are good ways to begin to confront the vastness and wonder of the amazing creator of all that is. You do not need to watch a sunset or be stopped by the joy of the song of birds early in the morning to have an appreciation that there is more to life than just the things that trouble us in the here and now. 

A few years ago, there was a song by MercyMe (and Amy Grant), which expressed some of this sense of 

I can only imagine 

What it will be like 

When I walk 

By your side 

I can only imagine 

What my eyes will see 

When your face 

Is before me 

I can only imagine

I can only imagine 

Surrounded by Your glory, what will my heart feel 

Will I dance for you Jesus or in honour of you be still 

Will I stand in your presence or to my knees will I fall 

Will I sing hallelujah, will I be able to speak at all 

I can only imagine

I can only imagine 

I can only imagine 

When that day comes 

When I find myself 

Standing in the Son 

I can only imagine 

When all I will do 

Is forever 

Forever worship You 

I can only imagine

I can only imagine

The blessing we give at the end of worship is an expression of the hope of what it will be like when we see God face-to-face, when we encounter Jesus and have a full understanding of the depth of his grace in saving us. The God who knows us still cares for us – and wants to deal with the things that divide us. He wants His name on us.

This same God – who knows you better than you know yourself and cares for you deeply – is the God who instructed Moses to have his priests utter blessings over his (God’s, that is) people. It is how he puts his name on his people.

2. The benediction declares God’s glory and blesses his people.
The Aaronic blessing (from Numbers 6) is one of many benedictions in Scripture. Benedictions declare God’s glory and bless his people.

Benedictions do not necessarily have to be recitations of Scripture, but many of the best are. And, if you recall the answer to the first question of the Shorter Catechism – what is the chief end of mankind? To glorify God and enjoy him forever – many of the benedictions you hear are expressions of that relationship.

This is not an exhaustive list, but it illustrates the kind of ways in which the blessing is given in Scripture:

· 2Pet. 3:18 But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen.
· 1Pet. 4:11 Whoever speaks must do so as one speaking the very words of God; whoever serves must do so with the strength that God supplies, so that God may be glorified in all things through Jesus Christ. To him belong the glory and the power forever and ever. Amen.
· Heb. 13:20  Now may the God of peace, who brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, make you complete in everything good so that you may do his will, working among us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen.

· 2Th. 3:16  Now may the Lord of peace himself give you peace at all times in all ways. The Lord be with all of you.
· 1Th. 5:23  May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this.
· Phil. 4:19 And my God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus. To our God and Father be glory forever and ever. Amen.
As part of the priesthood of all believers, and as the one proclaiming the gospel, it is part of the call to express the blessing. It should come as a consolation that the effectiveness of the blessing is based on God’s grace rather than the merit of the speaker.

Benedictions declare God’s glory and bless his people.

3. It is important that you remember God’s blessing and your identity as God’s people.

All of this blessing is good; why is it necessary? Why does it have to be repeated? 

It is necessary because we need constant reminders that we are God’s people. We do not simply aspire, we do not simply desire, we are God’s people. It is our identity.

It is not an identity we have earned; it is an identity we have been given. We have been chosen. It is important to remember that identity because we live in a world that is hostile to the one who has given us our identity. 

Look at Jude. There are only twenty-five verses in the whole letter. He wrote that he longed to write them about the salvation they shared – the promise and the hope they have in Jesus Christ – but instead needed to “write and appeal to [them] to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.” There is a battle. There are forces at play trying to tear you away from your heavenly father. Jude described them with vivid detail. 

We think that Jude was one of the earlier letters written in the New Testament canon. It is word from the earliest church. It is a word that contains concern about laxity in behavior that has as its root a faulty understanding of who God is. Verse 4 spells out the charges, “For certain intruders have stolen in among you, people who long ago were designated for this condemnation as ungodly, who pervert the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.” Though this could be considered a standard polemic – a rant – by someone unhappy with change, it also is better understood as a rejection of “antinomianism.” Antinomianism is a label attached to the belief that God’s grace emancipates the truly spiritual person from ethical restrictions, obligations and standards (particularly in matters of sex) which bind ordinary persons. In other words, these infiltrators were saying God’s grace in Jesus Christ makes it acceptable for them to engage in behavior condemned in Scripture. 

Note, Jude’s exhortation and command were given to people who were encountering difficulty within the church.  That is right: within the church. Jude is not primarily concerned about those who are not part of the church. He is most concerned with brothers and sisters in Christ who are taking their faith for granted. 

“But you,” he wrote in verse 17, “must remember…”. You must remember. It is an issue of identity, “But you must remember,” that you belong to God. This is not a new thought, it is a reminder of an old thought. It runs from the covenant with Abraham to the promise to David, to the declaration’s of Jesus (that you must be born again), to the baptisms in the name of Jesus Christ we see in Acts, to Paul’s passionate plea to the Romans to understand their adoption and ability to address God as “Abba, Father!”

Verse 17 marks the turn in the letter; it marks the change from what is wrong to what is right. He exhorts them to see the world around them with God’s eyes, to deal with the world around them with God’s heart, and to act in the world around them as God’s children. It is a process. It is a building over time. Look at verse 20: “But you, beloved, build yourselves up on your most holy faith; pray in the Holy Spirit; keep yourselves in the love of God; look forward to the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life.” 

It is in the context of “building yourselves up on your most holy faith” that Jude wrote the benediction of verses 24 and 25. “Now to him who is able to keep you from falling, and to make you stand without blemish in the presence of his glory with rejoicing” is a statement of what Christ is doing in your life – whether you are aware or not. Many times we are unaware. We are not able to keep ourselves from falling in our own strength. We are not able to keep ourselves clean. It is Christ who is doing that; who has done what is necessary so that he is able to do what we are not able to do. 

Where do you put your trust? How will you stand and not fall when judgment comes for your deeds, your thoughts, the intentions of your heart? Who will wash you clean and stand you up in his presence of his glory with rejoicing? Although we can only imagine the scene, we know the answer. It is only Jesus.

“To the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord,” – Jude names him. “To the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, power and authority, before all time and now and forever.” Glorify God, enjoy him forever. 

Conclusion:

In the benediction, we are putting God’s name on you and declaring the promise of God’s blessing to you. We are reminding you of God’s choosing you, adopting you, of your identity as Christ’s own as you go back into the world. 

The benediction glorifies God, and exhorts you to enjoy him forever.

And that’s why we do a benediction in worship.
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