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“The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength:
Every Tear Will Be Wiped Away”


The Fourth Sunday of Easter								April 26, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson										Acts 20:;17-35
Epistle Lesson									       Revelation 7:9-17
Gospel Lesson										 John 10:22-30


I’m going to be going through the Second Lesson for today, pretty much word for word, so you might want to have that in front of you, so you can follow along.  It’s a way of internalizing Scripture for yourself, and hanging on to it after you leave church today.

One of my favorite illustrations about the Book of Revelation is an old, old illustration.  It’s a story about a seminary that had a gymnasium.  The gymnasium was open in the evenings and on Saturdays for students to play basketball—and it was used quite a bit.  Any time it was open at night they had to have a custodian there.  They had this custodian who simply had to be there, and then lock the building up when people left.  He never paid much attention to the seminary students playing basketball.  He just sat in the bleachers and he read.  The seminary students noticed that he was always reading his Bible.  One time one of the students went up to him and asked him, “What are you reading?”  He says, “I sit here and I read the Bible every night when you guys are playing.  I almost always read the Book of Revelation.”  The seminary student thought that was kind of cute, because Revelation is a notoriously difficult book, and much misused and argued about.  So the seminary student said to this custodian, “Oh, you read the Book of Revelation.  Do you understand what you read?”  The custodian said, “Oh, yes.  I understand it very well.  I know exactly what it means.”  And the student said, “Oh, you do?  What does it mean?”  The custodian said, “It means Jesus is going to win.”  

I heard that story about forty years ago.  I’ve told it ever since, only I always change it.  The message of Revelation isn’t that Jesus is going to win; the message of Revelation is that Jesus has won—Jesus has won.  I like to think of myself as a fairly down to earth and practical individual.  I don’t think of myself as a pie-in-the-sky dreamer.  I think I’m attached to this world and where people live and what’s going on in their lives.  And I’ll tell you that there are very few weeks in my life that go by that I don’t recite this to myself—Revelation 7:9-17.  I do this because in my ministry I’ve had the opportunity to speak to all sorts of people.  And the thing that comes through to me time and time again is how discouraged people can get.  How beaten down people get.  How convinced people are that nothing is going to work out, and that everything is getting worse and worse and worse, and there is no hope.  I’m just constantly impressed at how people are beaten down.  They ask a question like, “Where is this all going?  Where is this all going?  Where is it all going to end?  What’s it all coming to?”  Well, that’s a question I have too.  I’m sure it’s a question you have.  It’s a question that John the disciple had.  And here’s the answer that Jesus gave to him in the visions of Revelation.  This little section from Revelation chapter seven is Jesus’ answer to John.  It is Jesus’ answer to you and to me, to the question:  “Where is this all heading?  Where is it all going to end?  What’s it all coming to?”  And what it is for us, as it certainly is for me, is a strong practical antidote to the constant feeling that we’re beaten.  That hope is lost.  That things are just getting worse and worse and worse, and everything’s finally just going to be nothing.  When I start drifting in that direction I bring Revelation chapter seven to mind, I recite it to myself, and I go about my business with a smile on my face because Jesus has won.  And he has won for us.  That makes all the difference in the world.  That’s what we celebrate in the Easter season—Jesus has won.

Now this little section from Revelation doesn’t look into the future and give us a picture of heaven in a sense that this is a photograph of heaven, as though this is what it’s going to look like.   It’s not that at all.  It’s not telling us how it’s going to work or what it’s going to look like.  It is an attempt to give us a sense of where it’s all going, and how God’s dreams, how God’s hopes are going to be fulfilled because Jesus has won.  The story of the Bible begins in the Book of Genesis, chapter twelve where God calls Abraham and says, “Abraham, come and follow me.  I’m going to call you out of this world.  I will bless you, and I will lead you.  In you, shall all the nations of the earth be blessed.”  That’s the promise to Abraham:  “I’m going to call you out of self-serving and selfishness and short-sightedness.  I’m going to call you into the plans of God.  I’m going to watch over you, and when you commit your life to me, in you all the nations of the earth will be blessed—the whole of humanity.”  That’s the same call to which he has called every person from that time.  That is your Baptismal call.  That is my Baptismal call.  God lays his hand upon us.  He redeems us through Jesus.  He puts the Holy Spirit upon us and he says, “Now go out and live.  In you, in you shall all the families of the earth be blessed.”

Well, we look at the world and we see it doesn’t quite work out that way.  There’s a lot of prejudice, and there’s a lot of suspicion.  People don’t get along all that well.  We come to church, and we hear about how we’re all brothers and sisters, and how God loves the whole world.  We go home and Monday morning the first person we meet is a person from Somalia.  We can’t stand them, and we get in a fight with them.  We spend the whole rest of the day wondering, “What’s happening to the country?”  Well, that’s the way it is, isn’t it?  All the great ideas end up in some sort of real confrontation that makes us wonder if this is all going to work ever. 

But Revelation chapter seven begins this way—verse 9:  After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb.  The Bible is filled with miracles, and this is probably one of the greatest of them.  Did you hear what it said?  I looked, and standing in front of God was a group of people and they were getting along with each other.  They were glad to be there together.  There were so many you couldn’t count them.  They came from every nation, every tribe, every people, every language, and they were standing before the throne and they were standing in front of the Lamb, because their lives were focused on God through Jesus.  The big message of the Bible is God saying, “I will be your God, and you will be my people.  I will be your God, and you will be my people.”  Well, what’s going to happen to that dream of God?  What’s going to happen?  It’s going to come to fruition.  That’s what it’s telling us.  People we never dreamed could ever get along are getting along.  They are standing before the throne and before the Lamb because the power of God, through Christ and the Holy Spirit have called them together.  What a wonderful, fabulous miracle.  That’s what it’s all coming to, that’s where it’s all going to end.  

They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands.  This is not a photograph of heaven.  I will consent to wear this white robe a couple hours a week to maintain the traditions of the church, and to lead you in worship.  But I have no intention of wearing an alb through eternity.  I am more of a jeans and tee shirt kind of guy.  And when it comes to eternity in heaven I hope that God will allow me to wear that—jeans and tee shirts.  This isn’t what it’s going to look like.  You aren’t going to spend eternity in a white robe.  The point of the white robes is that these people standing before God aren’t standing in their own outfits.  They aren’t standing in their clothes.  So you look and say, “Well, this guy is dressed not very well.  Oh, look how she’s dressed.”  There is none of that at all.  Everybody stands before God and looks the same because they are all clothed in the righteousness of Christ.  We had a funeral here last Thursday.  When the casket is led into the church it stops in the back of the church there and we read sections of Scripture together.  Then a huge cloth with a cross on it, called a Pall, is put unto the casket.  That is a symbol of the fact that everybody comes before God clothed in their baptism and in the righteousness of Christ.  It makes no difference how fancy or un-fancy your casket is, or what you have done in your life.  You come before God in the righteousness of Christ which he gives.  These people stand before the throne from all over the world, and they are standing in the righteousness of Christ.  

And they’re holding palm branches in their hands.  Now we don’t hold palm branches in our hands very much anymore.  We do it on Palm Sunday. We aren’t quite sure what to do with them, but we’ve got them.  But in the ancient world, palm branches were the symbol of victory.  Now I’ve seen pictures of VJ Day and VE Day and that sort of thing.  There are parades and the people are waving little American flags--that’s the sign of victory.  Well, these people before the throne they don’t have little American flags.  They have palm branches, and they wave those palm branches—and that’s victory.  Clothed in the righteousness of Christ before the throne and before the Lamb, and they’re waving symbols of victory.  Christ has won and given that victory to them.  They have his righteousness; they have his victory.  

And they cried out in a loud voice:  “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.”  Salvation doesn’t belong to you; salvation doesn’t belong to me.  None of us has it within our power to own salvation.  “Nothing in our hands we bring, simply to his cross we cling.”  Salvation belongs to God and to the Lamb, and they give it.  We, in our confidence in God, receive it.  But it belongs to him.  This never goes out of fashion in heaven—never.  It is an eternity of understanding.  Salvation belongs to God and to the Lamb who sits on the throne and it is given to us as their gift to give to us.  And salvation belongs to the Lamb--the Lamb that is living, but has every indication that it has been slain.  Salvation comes from the cross of Jesus Christ.  For the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of all the world was slain bearing your sins and bearing mine.  And then laid in the tomb--suffering death in our place.  And then being raised from the dead on Easter--which we celebrate today.  The Lamb who was slain takes the forgiveness that he has won for us and he says, “It is my gift to you.  Live in this forgiveness.  Live in this salvation.”

All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures.  They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying:  “Amen!  Amen isn’t exactly a religious word.  We’ve made it a religious word.  I think the closest English equivalent to “Amen” anymore today would be “absolutely!”

Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever.  Amen!”  Absolutely!  “Are you going to be there Thursday?”  “Absolutely!”  “Did you like the gift we gave you?”  “Absolutely!”  That’s what we say.  That’s what “Amen” means—“I’m behind it one hundred percent.  Absolutely.”  And they’re giving all praise to God.

Then one of the elders asked me, “These in white robes—who are they, and where did they come from?”  I answered, “Sir, you know.”  And he said, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation;  If you live long enough and listen to enough crazy radio, and have enough fundamentalist Christian friends you’re going to hear about the tribulation.  The idea is that there is this time before the end of the world.  It’s going to be the “great tribulation.”  Just turn that off as much as you can.  There is no such thing as a tribulation.  This is the tribulation here.  That’s what John said, “I share with you in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance.”  The tribulation is what we’re going through now.  That’s what Jesus said.  Jesus said, “In this life you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer for I have overcome the world.”   The tribulation of life is all the stuff that makes us miserable, all the disappointment, all the pain, all the suffering, all the things we have to deal with.  

And who are these people? And he said, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.  It’s kind of a strange figure isn’t it?  You take your robe and you put it in the blood of the Lamb, and it comes out not red, but it comes out white.  Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?”  They’ve come out of all the stuff in the world and they have come through it.  They suffered through it.  They had a difficult time through it.  They stood up against all the challenges of life and through it they washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb, and here they are.  So how do you live your life?  You live your life facing the challenges of life—washing your robes and making them white in the blood of the Lamb.  Confident in the words of Jesus—“In this life you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer I have overcome this world.”  And that’s the very practical courage it takes to live in the tribulation.

Therefore, they are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple;  Serve him.  What does that mean?  God himself has said in many, many places, “I don’t need anything from you.  I’ve got everything I could possibly have.  But what I would like you to do is take the gifts I have given you.  I would like you to take your personality, your talents, your time, and I would like you to serve me by serving those people around you.  I don’t care what your vocation is.  I don’t care what your job is.  I want you to do it as your way of serving the next person.  I want you to get involved in other people’s lives.  That’s how you serve me.”

Therefore, they are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple; So, what is heaven like?  Heaven is people taking care of one another.  The mechanics are going to be the mechanics.  The musicians are going to be the musicians.  The dance instructors are going to be the dance instructors.  But they’re going to serve God by serving one another—day and night.  It’s going to go on all the time.

and he who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them.  So there will be nothing to fear, because he will spread his tent over them.

Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst.  I know this raises certain issues in some people’s minds.  You see, “Never again will they thirst,” and you go back to that famous hymn, “In heaven there is no beer,” and you wonder what this all means.  I don’t know.  I think we will be hungry, but our hunger will be satisfied.  We will get thirsty, but our thirst will be satisfied.  

The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat.  For the Lamb (The Lamb that was slain, yet lives.) at the center of the throne will be their shepherd  The Lamb.  Jesus Christ.  God himself.  The Son of God, who sits in the center of the throne he will be their Shepherd.  He will be their Shepherd.  The Shepherd who takes care of his people.  This a reference to the 23rd Psalm:  “The Lord is my Shepherd, so I shall not want.  He will lead me beside still waters.  He will restore my soul.”

And he will lead them to springs of living water.  Living water means it’s a spring coming out the earth and it never stops.  It never stops.  That’s what a spring is—it never stops.  It never runs dry.  It is eternal.  The life keeps coming--springs of eternal life.  He will continue to give life to his people for ever.  Not some sort of strange, cloudy, floating on clouds like, but the life for which we were made here on earth.  Heaven’s going to look suspiciously like Minnesota with these differences.  And the Lamb will give us every day springs of living water.

And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”  With very rare exceptions, I read this at every funeral I conduct.  I don’t think there are many sections of Scripture that are any more beautiful than this.  I don’t think there are many sections of Scripture that are any more practical than this.  Because as you lead your life, those questions keep coming to you don’t they?  Where’s this all going to?  Where’s it all going to end?  What’s it all coming to?  And so you look at the news on your televisions and you get scared.  And the question comes into your mind, “What’s this all coming to?”  People will tell you, “Ah, the new health reforms are going to be the end of the world.”  And you wonder, “What’s this all coming to?”  You hear about how the Recession just doesn’t seem to ever quite end.  Then you’ll see how young people are living.  And all these things will frighten you and make you fearful.  The questions will come to you, “Where is this all going to end?  What’s it all coming to?”  This is what it is coming to.  Be of good cheer—Jesus has won!  Amen.
