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“The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength:  
We Won’t Be Able To Help Ourselves”


The Third Sunday of Easter								April 18, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										   Acts 19:1-22
Epistle Lesson									       Revelation 5:1-14
Gospel Lesson										   John 21:1-14


On this Third Sunday of Easter, we continue with the theme:  “The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength.”  First comes joy, and then comes strength.  The theme for today is “We Won’t Be Able To Help Ourselves.”  

I have three younger sisters.  The middle one is named Olinda, but we call her Ollie.  When we were kids she was one of these people who could make other people laugh but not laugh herself.  The four of us and four of our cousins from another family would be playing.  We’d get out of control.  Finally someone would say, “Just sit down here and shut-up.  Learn how to behave.”  So we would sit there, fearing what was going to happen if we made any noise.  Then my sister Ollie would start to make us laugh.  You didn’t want too, but you just kind of giggled.  Pretty soon we were all giggling; we were all laughing; we couldn’t help ourselves.  We knew we were going to get yelled at, but we just kept on laughing--except for Ollie.  The adults would come in and say, “What’s going on?”  She would look at them with all innocence and say, “I don’t know.  They’re all laughing.”  I’m sure you’ve had this experience some time when you just couldn’t help yourself.  You got caught up in the joy of the situation, you got caught up in the laughter, and everybody was just uncontrollably singing and joyful, and laughing.  That’s the picture we get from Revelation, chapter four and chapter five.  My goal today is to read Revelation chapters four and five to you, so you can see what the Word of God is trying to help you internalize—trying to help you have within your heart and within your mind.  You don’t have Revelation four in the service folder, but you do have Revelation five.  So keep that open and when the time comes you can follow along.

The way life is led on planet earth leads us to ask questions, and I think we all ask these same questions.  With all the guilt, with all the bad behavior, with all the challenge of life, with all the uncertainty of life, with all the disappointment, with all the suffering, with all the pain, and with all the anxiety of life, with all of this stuff going on around us does God really exist?  If God exists then what is he like?  And if God is God why is this all allowed?  Is God actually involved in this world?  If God exists does it actually make a difference in my life?  We ask these questions.  All people do.  All people always have.  

Here are the answers that God gives. God says, “Well, yes.  I am definitely here as the Creator and the Ruler of all that exists.  And though I am all powerful and beyond comprehending, I chose to be close to my creation in peace and in beauty.  Having all the power in the universe I chose to pull all things together through gracious, sacrificial love--expressed most fully in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  It is my decision to overcome the guilt, the bad behavior, the challenge, the uncertainty, the disappointment, the suffering, the pain, and the anxiety of life through gracious, patient participation in this life rather than through overpowering control of all that is wrong in the world.”  And God says further, “Surrender to my gracious rule and confidence in it will be an infectious cause for elation and rejoicing as my people respond to the circumstances in their lives as they live them day by day.”  These are perennial questions which people have always asked.  We are occasionally asked to believe that they were invented by people in the Twentieth and Twenty-first Centuries.  But these questions are nothing new.  They were part of people’s lives at the end of the First Century, every bit as much as they are part of your lives today.  These questions bothered the disciple John as he was imprisoned on the Island of Patmos.  And these questions bothered the typical Christians just as they bother you and me.

Now the revelation of Jesus Christ to John the disciple is God’s answer to these types of questions.  These revelation images are not predictions of the future, as though John is some sort of Christian Nostradamus looking into a crystal ball to tell us what’s going to happen in the future.  Nor are these images intended to give us photographs of heaven.  When we have read Revelation four and five, we will know nothing more about what heaven will look like than we did before.  The images of Revelation are not to predict the future, and they are not to give us photographs of heaven.  The point of these chapters is to present imaginative images to give us a sense of God’s existence, to give us a sense of who God is and how he rules and is involved in his world.  To give us a sense of the joyous response these things elicit in the lives of those who connect to these things.  These images are like figures of speech we use every day to make a point in a dramatic way, expressing our point through an image which is not realistic but nonetheless makes our point in a memorable way.  

Here are some examples, most of which you will be familiar with:  

When an adult wants to say that a group of children is so exuberant that they are hard to handle, the adult will say, “The kids were bouncing off the walls--or climbing the walls.” 

When we want to express that a wedding reception was an exceptionally good time we say, “Oh, they were dancing on the ceiling.”

When we want to say that there was a good crowd at an event we say, “Oh, they were hanging from the rafters.”

When we want to say that a person is an egotist we say, “She has a real big head.”

In an exceptionally heavy rain we say, “It is raining cats and dogs.”

We occasionally explain the inability to speak by saying, “I have a frog in my throat.”

And then speaking of animals, “He has the heart of a lion.”  “Better watch him—he’s a fox.”  “Oh, he’s a cat at shortstop.”

Every one of us knows of the teacher who has eyes in the back of her head.

And though it is impossible, and we will never see it happen, we all know what is meant by “He was literally beside himself.”

In each of these examples we know what was is being expressed and we would never expect to see what has been described in any literal sense.  Children don’t bounce off walls.  People don’t dance on the ceiling.  There aren’t even rafters, let alone people hanging from them.  Her head is the same size as it has always been, and you can measure it.  We will never see cats and dogs falling from the sky.  I am not aware of anyone actually having a frog in the throat.  His heart is a human heart; it is not a lion’s heart.  He’s a dishonest person; he’s not a fox.  He is a nimble shortstop; he’s not a cat.  No teacher will ever have eyes in the back of her head.  And it is completely impossible for anyone to be beside himself.  In the same way we can perfectly well get the point of Revelation without ever expecting to actually see the images which are described.  It’s a matter of understanding how language is used—pure and simple.

So now I’m going to run through Revelation chapters four and five to help you visualize what Jesus presented to John in these images.  Once you get that then I’m going to read these verses to you.

Revelation, chapter four:  After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven.  You should understand that in Greek the word for heaven is the exact same word as the word for sky.  And John said, “I looked, and in the sky there I saw an open door.  I just saw this image, right up there in the sky.  And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.”  At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it.  So he looks and he sees this throne—just suspended there in the sky.  As though there is a ruler over all heaven and earth.  And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian.  Now jasper is like crystal.  They didn’t have glass in those days, so they were amazed at things that were very hard but you could see through them.  And so, whoever was sitting on this throne had the appearance of jasper, and also the appearance of carnelian.  Now jasper is clear and transparent; carnelian is somewhat transparent, but it’s red—like fire or like blood.  A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne.  So, here’s this throne in heaven, and there’s somebody sitting on it.  They look like jasper and carnelian but there is a rainbow all around it.  Now the rainbow comes from the account of Noah in the Old Testament--where the rainbow is the sign that God is at peace with people.    This is a very powerful vision, but it’s a vision of peace.  Whoever is sitting on the throne is at peace with human beings.  And the rainbow resembles an emerald encircling the throne.  Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones,  So there are twenty-four other thrones surrounding them.  The number twenty-four probably refers to the twelve sons of Jacob and the twelve disciples of Jesus--the people close to God in developing his people in the Old Testament and in the New Testament. And they are around this throne—close to it.  and seated on them were twenty-four elders.  They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads.  So they’re ruling as well.  From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder.  Just like Mt. Sinai—clouds, thunder, lightning, the power of the presence of God is right there.  Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing.  These are the seven spirits of God.  Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.  This may be some reference to the Aegean Sea.  I grew up on a lake.  I remember morning after morning my father coming and saying, “It’s so lovely on the lake.  It looks just like a sheet of glass.”  And before the throne there is this expanse of water—calm.  In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back.  The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle.  These four living creatures represent all the living creation.  The lion represents the courage of these animals; the ox represents the power; the man represents the wisdom; and the eagle represents the speed and the freedom.  But these are all living things represented by these four living creatures.  Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings.  Day and night they never stop saying:  “Holy, holy, holy  That’s the way of saying the holiest—incomparably holy and separate.  is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.”  Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever.  They lay their crowns before the throne and say: “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.”  So John said, “I looked up and in the sky I saw this image.  This image gave me such a sense of God present with his creation.  The Creator, ruling over all that exists, and connected to all that he has made, and connected to it in peace and in beauty.  And I saw that God is constantly worshiped by heaven, by nature, and by people.  The very thing that we sing on Christmas—“Let heaven and nature sing.”


Now we come to Revelation, chapter five.  You can follow along.
Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals.  This is the entire will of God.  This is what God wishes to have happen, God’s desires, God’s hopes--but it’s completely sealed.  It’s a closed book.  It can’t take place.  And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?”  But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it.  I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside.  And so the desire, the will of God would not take place.  Then one of the elders said to me, “Do not weep!  See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed.  He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.”  The Lion of Judah, the Root of Jesse, these Old Testament pictures of the Savior.  Then I saw  What did he see?  A lion?  I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain,  Bearing the marks of slaughter.  It was alive, but it had all the marks of slaughter on it.  standing in the center of the throne.  It was standing in God’s place--this lamb called the Lion of Judah.  encircled by the four living creatures and the elders.  He had seven horns meaning all power and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.  He came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne.  And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb.  Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.  And they sang a new song: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, You are worthy to make the hopes and dreams of God come into being.  because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.  You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth.”  And so they worship the Lamb, sitting in God’s place on the throne.  And they worship him for his passion, his death on the cross, and his resurrection.  And they say, “For your willingness to suffer you are worthy of all praise.”  It’s exactly the same thing that St. Paul says in Philippians, “Who humbled himself to become a man and becoming a man even was willing to go to the cross to accept death by crucifixion.  And therefore, shall every knee bow and every tongue confess on heaven and on earth that Jesus Christ is Lord.”  This is how God overcomes guilt and bad behavior, and challenge and uncertainty, and disappointment, suffering, pain and anxiety.  Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand.  They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders.  In a loud voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!”  Nobody could help themselves.  Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing:  “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!”  Nobody could help themselves.  Once it started, everybody got into the act—praising God and singing his glory for what Jesus Christ has done to make God’s will--his redemptive will--happen on the earth.  The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the elders fell down and worshiped.  So the vision ends with joyful, spontaneous, infectious response to God’s goodness, as people lead their lives here on earth and respond to the circumstances of life.  

Now the people who put together Lutheran Worship tried to somehow get this sense into the liturgy.  So they took the words from the songs of Revelation four and five and put them into what we call “The Hymn of Praise.”  It’s printed in the Service Folder.  So what I’m going to do now is read Revelation four and five, and when I’m done reading it we’re going to rise, and we’re going to join with them in singing “The Hymn of Praise.”


After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven.  And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.”  At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it.  And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian.  A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne.  Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty-four elders.  They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads.  From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder.  Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing.  These are the seven spirits of God.  Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.  In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back.  The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle.  Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings.  Day and night they never stop saying:  “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.”  Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever.  They lay their crowns before the throne and say: “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.”



Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals.  And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?”  But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it.  I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside.  Then one of the elders said to me, “Do not weep!  See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed.  He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.”  Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders.  He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.  He came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne.  And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb.  Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.  And they sang a new song: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.  You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth.”  Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand.  They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders.  In a loud voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!”  Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing:  “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!”  The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the elders fell down and worshiped.  


The Hymn of Praise		
		Worthy is Christ, the Lamb who was slain,
		whose blood set us free to be people of God.
		Power and riches and wisdom and strength and 
		honor and blessing and glory are his.
		This is the feast of victory for our God.  Alleluia.
		Sing with all the people of God, 
		and join in the hymn of all creation:
		Blessing and honor and glory and might
		be to God and the Lamb forever.  Amen.
		This is the feast of victory for our God, 
		for the Lamb who was slain
		has begun his reign.  Alleluia, alleluia.
