Ezekiel 17:22–24

22 Thus says the Lord God: “I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of the cedar and will set it out. I will break off from the topmost of its young twigs a tender one, and I myself will plant it on a high and lofty mountain. 23 On the mountain height of Israel will I plant it, that it may bear branches and produce fruit and become a noble cedar. And under it will dwell every kind of bird; in the shade of its branches birds of every sort will nest. 24 And all the trees of the field shall know that I am the Lord; I bring low the high tree, and make high the low tree, dry up the green tree, and make the dry tree flourish. I am the Lord; I have spoken, and I will do it.” 

2 Corinthians 5:1–10 

For we know that if the tent, which is our earthly home, is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. 2 For in this tent we groan, longing to put on our heavenly dwelling, 3 if indeed by putting it on﻿ we may not be found naked. 4 For while we are still in this tent, we groan, being burdened––not that we would be unclothed, but that we would be further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. 5 He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee. 

6 So we are always of good courage. We know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, 7 for we walk by faith, not by sight. 8 Yes, we are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord. 9 So whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him. 10 For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil. 

Mark 4:26–34 

And he said, ﻿“The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground. 27 He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; ﻿he knows not how. 28 The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear. 29 But when the grain is ripe, at once ﻿he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.” 

30 ﻿And he said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable shall we use for it? 31 It is like ﻿a grain of mustard seed, which, when sown on the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth, 32 yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and puts out large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 

33 ﻿With many such parables he spoke ﻿the word to them, ﻿as they were able to hear it. 34 He did not speak to them ﻿without a parable, but ﻿privately to his own disciples he ﻿explained everything. 

What’s Done in the Body?

In our Epistle this morning, St. Paul says, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.” 
Wait a minute! 

What does this mean?  What does it mean that we will be judged based on what we do in the body?  That doesn’t sound at all like what we Lutheran Christians teach.  And how is this related to the rest of today’s Epistle?

Well, St. Paul begins, “For we know that if the tent that is our earthly home is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.”  Here and throughout this passage, he’s talking about our bodies.  At some point our bodies here on earth, our earthly homes, will be destroyed.  They are temporary, impermanent like a tent.

I’ve never been a Boy Scout, but I have camped in tents.  I bet the boy Scouts have the same experience I have had.  No matter where you lie, there’s a big rock sticking in your back.  The wind whistles through the flaps and zippers of the tent, and you never seem to be quite warm enough.  By morning, the sides of the tent are moist with condensation, and a simple touch causes a drop of water to run down the tent and drip onto your sleeping bag.  Then if it rains, you inevitably get wet.  And even worse, if it storms, there’s no sleep, for you worry that the tent might collapse or blow over.  You’re never quite comfortable or at home in a temporary dwelling like a tent or the impermanent dwelling like our earthly bodies.

So God will give us an eternal home, an upgrade to the stately heavenly mansion, an immortal body that He Himself has restored. Think about living in a mansion.  From the outside, it will be majestic and elegant, grand and permanent.  On the inside, you’re protected from all those elements that bother you in a tent.  No thunder nor lightning, no condensation or leak.  You live and sleep in perfect comfort: no aches, no pains.  This will be your new body, your heavenly immortal home, beautiful on the outside and perfect on the inside.

Wouldn’t we want to move out of the tent into the brick mansion now? “For in this tent we groan, longing to put on our heavenly dwelling.” 

Yes, we do want to go to the heavenly dwelling to the mansion that awaits.  But there’s a catch.  Not everyone gets a glorious, eternal, permanent dwelling.  St.Paul says: “If indeed by putting it on we may not be found naked.”  You see, in eternity we will all receive what is due: either a permanent heavenly dwelling, our bodies glorified, or our bodies stripped bare of any heavenly glory.  Some will be found naked.

Paul continues: “For while we are still in this tent, we groan, being burdened—not that we would be unclothed, but that we would be further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.”  While on this earth, in our temporary dwelling of this mortal body, we groan, feeling the weight and burden of the sin that is within our flesh.  It weighs us down, ages our bodies, slows our step. 

Then, when we move into our permanent heavenly dwelling, this current temporary tent in which we groan is not stripped away.  Rather, it is further clothed; it is upgraded; it is perfected; it is swallowed up by life, eternal life, immortal life.

So why, in eternity, will some be found naked and others will be further clothed?  Some without a glorious dwelling and some will live in the heavenly mansion?  Here we’re back to our original question, when St. Paul says: “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.”  Note, first of all, we must all appear before the judgment seat.  No one will escape.  It is before this judgment seat that each will either receive a key to that glorious heavenly mansion or will be left naked, all based on what is done in the body, whether good or evil.

Does this mean that in order to inherit the heavenly mansion we must do good in the body?  Are we really judged and rewarded based on what we do?  If that’s the case, how can we ever be certain that we’ve done enough?  How can we ever know that, on our personal scale of justice, the good things we’ve done outweigh the sinful things?

What about those unintentional sins?  Like when we blurt out something without thinking.  It hurts someone, offends her, and we may not even know we did that.  Those don’t count against us, do they?  They weren’t intentional!

What about those sins of neglect?  Like when we know somebody needs help and we don’t help.  Or there’s something we know we should do but ignore it or get lazy about doing it.  Do they count as something bad done in the body?  Because we didn’t actually do something bad.

Or what if we’ve done a number of good things in the body and then we do one really bad thing?  Does that wipe out all the good things?  Are there different weights to the good and bad things, so that if we do some really good things it will wipe out a number of bad things?  Or does each good or evil deed count only as one?

Hey, we’re fooling ourselves.  We’re asking questions, but there’s an answer.  We can’t ever do enough good in the body to receive the glorious heavenly dwelling!  Count ’em however you will; we all fall short of the glory of God.  So then how can we receive it?

Paul gives us the answer in this next verse: “He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee.”  You see, left on our own, we cannot do good things.  But God can.  It’s God who does them, and it’s He who’s prepared us for this new heavenly dwelling.  How does He do this?

Christ does it by taking our sin, our evil deeds, into his body.  He who knew no sin became sin for us.  Then He conquered that sin within His body on the cross, so that all that’s left for us is our good deeds, and those good deeds are done through the Spirit as a guarantee.  God looks at you on Judgment Day, and all he sees are the good deeds the Spirit has done through you and your body, because Christ has taken away the evil deeds in His body.

“So we are always of good courage. We know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, for we walk by faith, not by sight.”  We see through the eyes of faith.  In faith, we see that all of our bad deeds, our sinful deeds, are taken away in the body of Christ on the cross.  In faith, we see that the Spirit is the one who does good deeds through our body.  And, therefore, in faith we see that heavenly dwelling, that perfect body, which is waiting for us.  “Yes, we are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord. So whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him.”
It’s like we’re in a tent in the valley and we know there’s a reservation in a glorious mansion.  But you must wait.  In the meantime, you persevere and live in the tent in the valley of the shadow.  Yes, storms, winds, rain, old creaking bones, and the ills of old age.  Yet you persevere, knowing that at some point it is guaranteed you’ll move up; you will leave this temporary tent and move into that grand, permanent heavenly dwelling.

But, before that happens, before you move up, you will stand before the judgment seat of Christ.  It can’t be avoided.  Then you will receive what is due to you.  And what is due?  A permanent heavenly dwelling because Christ has taken away the evil deeds in the body, His body, and the Spirit has done good through your body, by faith. 

Live in that assurance of good courage, Paul says that this temporary dwelling, in which we groan, will be replaced by an eternal heavenly dwelling.  It will be!

We are of good courage because of what Christ has done in His body.

 Amen.

