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“The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength:  The Presence of Christ”


The Second Sunday of Easter								April 11, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Acts 5:12-20
Second Lesson								       Revelation 1:4-18
Gospel Lesson										 John 20:19-31


Notice that today is the Second of Easter.  It’s not the Second Sunday after Easter.  We take seven Sundays to celebrate Easter.  We keep singing the Easter hymns, focus on Easter texts, and today is the Second Sunday of Easter.

The theme for the Easter season comes from the book of Nehemiah:  “The joy of the Lord shall be your strength.”   Today we focus on “The Presence of Christ.”  All the texts for this series are coming from the Book of Revelation--a book, which for the most part, is ignored from the pulpit; and a book which many Christians kind of destroy by using it as a blueprint for the future, saying, “You can tell the future by reading Revelation.”  That’s not the point of it.  I want to introduce Revelation to you a little bit.  It’s a great comfort to me to read the Book of Revelation, and I hope I can convey that same thing to you in this Easter season—so that the joy of the Lord can be your strength.

Today’s sermon is in three parts.  In the first part I’m going to talk about putting things in the right order.  Then in the second part I’m going to tell you a little bit about how the Book of Revelation works.  And then in the third part I’m going to go through the Second Lesson for today.  So you might have your bulletin handy, we’re especially going to go through the last third of the Second Lesson for today.

So part one of the sermon, I want to consider the order of things.  It is common folk wisdom to get things in the wrong order.  To appreciate God’s word for today we have to get things in the correct order.  I’m going to give you some examples of what I mean about getting things in the correct order.  Certain folk wisdom likes to tell us that sports builds character.  Well, if this were true, all people involved in sports would be people of character.  Because there would first be the sports and then there would, second, be the character that the sports builds.  But in reality, not all people involved in sports have admirable character—so that can’t be the case—can it?  It is actually more correct to say that sport reveals character.  If a person has an admirable character when he begins, sports participation will reveal that admirable character.  If a person is a person of poor character, sports participation will reveal his poor character.  So, it is correctly said, “Sports do not build character; sports actually reveal character.”  See, it’s important to see what comes first.

I’ll give you another example.  People like to say, especially young people like to say, “If I could only understand then I would obey.”  The incorrect folk wisdom is that understanding will lead to obedience.  The fallacy here is that understanding can only be gained through obedience.  Understanding cannot lead to obedience because understanding only comes through obedience.  People want to believe that the order is understanding then obedience.  But in fact, the order is obedience then understanding.  Another way to state this is to say:  You can’t agree to get into the water once they teach you how to swim, because they can’t teach you how to swim until you get into the water.  

I’ll give you a third example.  Folk wisdom tells us that happiness will lead to thankfulness.  People who want to believe that they will be thankful if they ever get happy have it all wrong--and they’re going to miss both happiness and thankfulness.  Happiness, a sense of well-being, actually grows out of gratitude.  In fact, it is not happy people who are thankful; it is thankful people who are happy.  You see how important it is get things in the right order.  

A fourth example.  People like to say, “I would be more joyful if I were more on top of things.”  Folk wisdom tells us that joy follows strength.  However, the Word of God tells us just the opposite.  The Word of God tells us, “The joy of the Lord will be your strength.”  Once again the common way of thinking is directly contradicted by God’s Word.  By nature we want to believe that joy will follow strength, but God’s Word tells us that strength will follow joy.  

One final and extremely important example.  Does faith generate God’s presence?  Or does God’s presence generate faith?  Which comes first?  It is common for people to say something like, “It was a very difficult time in my life, but my faith got me through it.  It was a very difficult time in my life, but my faith got me through it.”  Is that really the case?  Last year an airplane left a New York airport, and was quickly headed for a crash which would have led to a great loss of life—perhaps everyone on that plane would have perished.  However, the plane was landed on river, and not one life was lost.  What would you think if a survivor on that plane told you that her faith had saved her life?  If someone told me that, I would think she was mistaken.  Her faith did not save her life.  The skill of the pilot saved her life.  Now she may have very well benefited emotionally from her confidence in the pilot during the trauma of this crash, and after the crash she may have felt a great deal of gratitude toward the pilot, but it was the skill of the pilot that saved her life—not her faith.  The point is that it isn’t our faith that gets us through life; it is the presence of God in our lives that gets us through life.  The point then isn’t to try to increase one’s faith but to increase one’s awareness of God’s presence, because it is awareness of God’s presence that leads to confidence in God.  That’s part one of the sermon--getting things in the right order.

Here’s the second part.  Here’s a question that God asks, “Since greater awareness of my presence in their lives will increase their confidence and their peace in living, how can I communicate to them that fact, and how can I communicate to them my presence with them?”  It’s a big problem—how can I communicate that?  Communication with humans takes place in many ways.  We pick up communication on many different levels.  For example, let’s say that I want to communicate to you that generosity is a blessing to the person who practices it.  That’s a fact I want to communicate to you.  I can appeal to your reasoning intellect by writing an essay telling you that selfish behavior is self-defeating.  I can quote sociological studies.  I can give you examples from people we know.  I can appeal to your intellect by writing you an essay on this matter.  Or, I could appeal to your will by giving you an order to begin giving of yourself, so you will see the joy that it brings if you just start doing it.  Or, I could appeal to your emotions by showing you how the generosity of others has led to your own happiness.  Or, I could appeal to your imagination by taking you to a performance of Charles Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol.”  There we would hear about the spirit of Christmas past, the spirit of Christmas present, the spirit of Christmas in the future, and there’s another spirit whose name I forget.  We could see this imaginative thing and it could be communicated to you that generosity is a blessing to the people who practice it.  

I’ll give you another example.  Let’s say I want to communicate to you the idea that many people find fault with their home, but the experiences of life lead them to appreciate their home in a new way, and they’re glad to be there.  I can appeal to your intellectual reasoning by showing you a sociological study that demonstrates how this is true.  I can appeal to your will by advising you to hang in with your family until you finally grow to appreciate what you have.  I can appeal to your emotions by reminding you of times that made you happy at home and how you will be sad to lose that.  Or I can appeal to your imagination.  I can go and rent a copy of the Wizard of Oz.  We can sit down together and we can watch the Wizard of Oz, about a cowardly lion and a straw man and a tin man and a land that doesn’t exist and a wizard that doesn’t exist, and by watching this imaginative thing it can be communicated to you that there is no place like home.  

Jesus wants us to grow in our awareness of his presence with us so our confidence in him and our peace in living will grow.  How does he do this?  Well, he appeals to our reasoning intellect as the risen Jesus tells us, “I am with you always even to the end of the age.”  But he also appeals to our will when he tells us, “You have confidence in God, you should also have confidence in me, for I am the way, the truth, and the life.”  He appeals to our emotions when he asks, “Do you love me?  Do you see that I love you?  Do you understand you have no reason to be anxious?”  And in the Word of God he also appeals to our imagination when he speaks to us through the visions given to John, which are recorded in the Book of Revelation.  It’s sort of like a Christmas Carol; it’s sort of like the Wizard of Oz; it is engaging our imagination so God can communicate to us the fact that he is with us all the time in this world. 

People ask, “How are we to make our way through this world with all of its sadness, all of its challenges, all of our weaknesses, all of the pain of life, and all the opposition to God that exists all around us?  How are we to make our way through this world?”  That question has been asked from the beginning of time.  They asked it in the First Century.  John, the disciple, asked it.  He is on the Island of Patmos; he’s in prison; and he’s asking, “How are we to make our way through this life?”  The risen Lord Jesus gives him these visions, to give him a sense of his presence.  The visions of Revelation are an imaginative set of pictures created by Jesus and passed on to us by John to help us internalize and depend upon his presence in this world with us.  It is another way that Jesus tells us, “You have no need to be anxious.  You have confidence in God, have confidence also in me.  Be assured that I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  Now I’m not exactly sure how this works, but I do know that it works to communicate facts through imaginative images.  I would guess that the majority of you have been to a military funeral out at Fort Snelling or some other national cemetery.  It’s very much like the playing of Taps, the rifle salute, and the gift of a flag at a military funeral.  I’m not exactly sure how those things communicate with people what they do.  But I am very sure that they do communicate in a very powerful way.  In the same way these visions from Christ’s revelation to John communicate to his people in a very powerful way that Christ is present with his people, in this world, right now.

So we turn to the text—the Second Lesson.  John reminds the reader who God is.  He begins by saying, “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.”  God identifies himself as the beginning and the end of all time, of everything that is created.  Then notice the time sequence.  “He who is,” comes first.  The most immediate quality of the Living God is that he is—right now, today.  The Christian faith is not a course in history.  It is not a course in the way things used to be.  It is about today, and it is about the God who is today, and who was the Living God, who made himself known throughout the past.  “And he who is to come,” finishes the statement, because the Living God will be here forever.  

Then John hears a loud voice as clear as a trumpet behind him, telling him:  “Write down all things that you are going to see.”  Then John turns to see the voice.  When he turns he sees seven golden lampstands.  We are told that these seven golden lampstands represent God’s people on earth—they represent the church.  So he sees these seven golden lampstands, the lamps burning, and what does he see right in the middle of them?  He sees a vision of Christ right in the middle of those lampstands—right in the middle of his people.  The emphasis here is that Christ is present among his people—right now.  He is not a memorable leader from the past; he is not a vague figure in the distant future; he is present among his people right now.  “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there I am in the midst of them.”  But he is not a beaten and defeated man.  He looks like a son of man.  He is wearing a long, pure white robe with a golden belt around his waist—which means that Christ is present among his people as a dignified and powerful king.  That’s what gets us through life--the risen Jesus is among us, as a powerful and dignified king.  

His head and his hair are white as wool, as white as snow.  The point is that Christ is eternal.  He is old, but not in the sense that he is old and frail.  He is ancient in the sense that he is not affected by time at all the way we are.  When we say a pair of shoes is twenty years old, we are making the point that they are worn out, and out of style, and need to be discarded.  Now, when I wrote that, I realized I wrote that as a man.  So I’ll give an example for women to understand.  If you look at a pair of shoes and they’re a year old, you’re trying to make the point that they are worn out, out of style, and need to be discarded.  There, now we’ve included every one.  When we note that the mountains are millions of years old, we are making the point that they are enduring, and not affected by time as other things are affected.  People like to think of Jesus as being old, like an aged grandfather in some old book.  But the vision assures us that Jesus is old like the enduring mountains.  He is ancient, yet present, and powerful, and enduring.

His eyes are like flames of fire.  In Superman comics they have an interesting way of indicating that Superman had “x-ray” vision.  Most of the time Superman’s eyes look like normal eyes, but when he was using his x-ray vision to look through things, he had these red, laser-like things that came out of his eyes.  They went right through objects.  Nothing was hidden from Superman when he used his x-ray vision.  He could look right into the safe; he could look right through the walls; he could look through anything, because he could see.  Apparently the same idea occurred to Jesus when he presented this vision to John.  The eyes like fire indicate that Jesus sees everything.  Nothing is hidden from his notice.  Our lives and the events of our times are like open books to Jesus Christ.  He will not be fooled.  He will not be kept in the dark.  The secrets of people are not secrets to him.  He is aware of what is going on.  No evil happens on this earth of which he is not aware.  And on the other hand, no good work done by one of his children, no matter how small, goes without notice either.  We can’t kid him.  But neither will he miss anything we do in his name.  

His feet are like burnished bronze.  When I read sports magazines I read about these wonderful boots that are made for sportsmen to protect their feet no matter where they go.  The boots have steel toes to protect the top of the foot.  They have steel arches to support the bottom of the foot.  They are water-proof to keep the feet dry.  They are insulated to protect against the cold.  They are impervious to snake bite, should you be walking through the brush and a snake went to bite you in the ankle.  They have non-slip soles.  The great thing about wearing these fabulous sport boots is that when you have them on you can go anywhere.  The vision is telling us that Jesus goes wherever he wishes to go.  He wears all-purpose, all-protective boots, and he walks wherever he wants to go.  There’s a great line in the Old Testament that says, “God will pursue his enemies into the darkness.”  There are also many verses assuring us that Jesus is not afraid to go any place to come after his lost sheep.  Whether Jesus is pursuing evil or he is coming to redeem, he will go where he must go to get the job done.

His voice of many waters is loud enough to drown out those who might wish to interfere with the doing of his will.  The voice of Jesus is louder than any rock concert, any shouted vulgarity in this world.  When Jesus speaks he will be heard clearly, and none of the nonsense of this world can drown out his voice.  

In the ancient world there were common coins in the Roman world--common as quarters are to us.  These coins depicted the Roman Emperor holding seven stars in his hand--everybody saw that on their coins.  The point was the Roman Emperor was so powerful that he held the fate of the world in his hand.  These superstitious people believed that the stars controlled things on earth, and the coin said that the Emperor held those stars in his hand.  The vision of Revelation says, “In reality, it is Jesus Christ who holds those stars in his hand.”

His face is shining like the sun because Jesus is the light.  He is the power.  He is the warmth. He is the energy of existence.  Many people worshiped the sun or other forces of nature as the sources of life and power and light and energy.  The vision is telling us that Jesus is that source of light and power and warmth and energy.

From his mouth issues a sharp, two-edged sword to indicate the power of his words--the power of his words both to judge and to save.  His word will be the end of evil, and it will be the salvation of goodness.  This vision that Jesus gave to John, and that John wrote down to give to us, is an imaginative picture of the presence of Christ in this world today—April 11, 2010.  

John tells us that when he saw this vision he fell down as though he were dead, because he was afraid of what he saw.  He said, “It scared the ever-loving daylights out of me.”  But while he was there, Jesus bent down and put his right hand on him, and he said to him, “John, you have no need to be afraid.  I am the First and I am the Last.  I am the Living One; I died, and behold I am alive forever more!  I, I have the keys of death and Hades.  I am present; I am powerful; I am all knowing; I am all seeing; and I am on your side.”  

John identifies himself as, “I, John, who share with you in Jesus, the tribulation, the kingdom, and patient endurance.”  What a wonderful description of our lives on earth.  Here we are on earth, making our way through our lives in this world, which is a tough place to live in many ways.  There is a great deal of tribulation visited upon every one of us, because that is what this world is.   But Jesus Christ is present in this same world with us, and he is sharing in all the tribulation that we must endure.  He is sharing it with us.  But we also share with him the kingdom of his ruling for his purposes.  So we share in that as well.  And we also share with Jesus in the patient endurance, which is necessary for life on earth and which is made possible by the victory of Jesus on the cross, and his victory in coming forth from the empty tomb.  

Off to my left in my office on the wall, where I can see it but no one else can see it, I have a sheet of paper.  I have a little symbol of this verse.  All over the sheet I have these scraggly lines to represent the tribulation of life—all the stuff going on.  Super-imposed on that I have a triangle and a circle that represents the presence of the powerful God super-imposed on that tribulation.  Through it all I have three wavy blue lines reminding me of the surface of a pleasant lake when everything is at peace—a river flowing by, which reminds me of the patient endurance of life. Day after day I sit at my desk, and when I have to I look at that.  I think to myself, “Yes, life is a lot of tribulation.  But super-imposed upon it is the presence of the Living Jesus Christ, and the result is the patient endurance of the steadily flowing river of the peace that comes to those who live in Christ.”

It is not our faith, as such, which gets us through.  It is the presence of Christ in this world which gets us through.  Our faith is not something that we produce by ourselves as a religious work.  Our faith is simply our confidence that Jesus Christ is present with us in a very powerful way.  The peace of God doesn’t come from increasing our faith.  It comes from resting in the presence of Christ in our world.  If you wish to grow in faith and peace, focus on the presence of Christ in your world and in your life.  In focusing on the presence of Christ in my world I find this vision from Jesus to John a great help.  I hope you do as well, as you celebrate Easter in the year of our Lord 2010.  Amen
