5

“The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength:
I will Be Your God and You Will Be My People”


Confirmation Service								               May 2, 2010


First Lesson										   Acts 11:1-18
Epistle Lesson									       Revelation 21:1-7
Gospel Lesson										 John 13:31-35



Our theme for this Easter season is “The Joy of the Lord Will Be Your Strength,” and today the theme is “I Will Be Your God and You will Be My people.” In a few minutes I’m going to ask you to read Revelation 21:1-7 with me. Where’re going to read it in unison so I would ask that you have that available.

The book of Revelation tells us nothing new that we couldn’t learn from other places in God’s word, but it tells us these things in a new way. There is a point to that. For example we can learn about the American Civil war in a variety of ways. It’s all the same war, it’s all the same story, but it can make a variety of impressions upon us in different ways. For example you could sit down and read Shelby Foote’s’ huge three volume narrative of the Civil war - -each volume this thick - -and that would give you one impression of the Civil war. Or you could visit any number of the museums around the nation. and then you could see actual artifacts connected to the Civil war. You could watch the Ken Burns documentary on PBS when it comes on again, or you could watch “Gone with the Wind.” “Gone with the Wind” will give you another impression of the American Civil war. You can visit a battle field, and that affects you is a little bit of different way. I remember going to Gettysburg and standing behind the stone wall on Cemetery Ridge where the Minnesota soldiers stood. As you look down the hill, you imagine the Confederate soldiers coming forward and Pickett’s charge; it gives you a very different impression of this whole thing. Or you can listen to the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” being sung, and that gives you a different impression as well. You have six very different impressions of the same historical event.

That’s the point of God’s word to us it gives us God’s truth in a number of different ways that make different impressions upon us. I like the hymn that says “and when in scenes of glory, I sing the new, new song, it will be the old, old story that I have known so long.” The song is different but the story is the same. “Jesus Christ is Risen Today” and “Joy to the World” are two very different hymns, but they tell the same story. Different seasons, different kinds of worship services, but they tell the same story and they affect us in different ways. So a variety of Christian music is a blessing not because each song tells a different story, but because each song tells the same story in a way that makes a different impression upon us. That’s the way worship is designed. In any worship service the word of God is presented in various forms, not because there are various stories, but because the same story makes a greater impression when it is received in a variety of ways.

For example in a worship service we have the Confession of Sins and the Absolution, that is one way that God’s word makes an impression upon us as we ponder our own lives in particular. There is the recitation of the Apostle Creed which tells the same story but unites us to all believers of all times in all places. In every worship service there is a variety of music. There is group singing, there’s choir singing, there’s instrumental music, occasionally there are solos. Some of the hymns we sing are ancient going back thousands of years, and others are contemporary songs only a few years old. There is the reading of God’s word which makes one impression upon us and then there are children’s messages. Many people tell me they really enjoy the children’s message and they always hope there’s going to be a children’s message because they get more out of it then they think the kids do. Then there’s a sermon and that makes a different impression upon us, as does prayer. When a Baptism is performed in church or the Lord’s Supper is received, even the receiving of the offering is a little bit different way that the word of God makes an impression upon us. Processions in church, symbolic art work which surrounds us, the candles which are burning, even announcements whether they are made from the chancel or read in the service folder. It’s another way of God’s word coming to us and making an impression upon us. All of these work together to make a variety of impressions upon us while telling the same story. 

In the same way the book of Revelation is the same story of scripture but it’s a new song. It’s in a little bit different song. Revelation 21 verses 1-7 shares the basic message of the Bible in a new song and this new song reviews five important elements of the message that we get from God’s word. First of all the goal of the Gospel, second the time frame of the Gospel, third the foundational quality of God behind the Gospel, fourth the direction of the Gospel and fifth the guarantee behind the Gospel. Those five things are reviewed. I’m going through those five things and then where’re going to read this together and I think it will make an impression upon you as you read it with me.

First of all the goal of the Gospel. The Gospel message is that through the life, sacrificial death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has worked to redeem his creation through the forgiveness of sins and the renewal of hope. That is the Gospel. What was the goal of this act? What was God trying to accomplish as he did this? It is fairly common to state that the goal of the Gospel is to make it possible for people to go heaven when they die. I really dislike that when people preach that way and teach that way, because this is not the goal of the Gospel- -certainly not as the Bible teaches it, and it is certainly not the goal of the Gospel as Jesus teaches it. You cannot find that in the teaching of Jesus. The goal of the Gospel from the beginning of the Bible to the end is the renewed fellowship between God and his creation today. That is why God did it. His heart is breaking to be back in living relationship with all those he has created and his heart is breaking that, that relationship be renewed today. That is the goal of the Gospel. This is simply stated in the oft repeated desire of God, “I will be your God and you will be my people --today.”

God is not an insurance man selling hell insurance so people can pretty much live however they please and then go to heaven when they die. God is the waiting father who longs to have his creation restored to meaningful relationship with himself today, this day May 2nd , 2010 A.D. When God says, “I will be your God and you will be my people” he is talking about today, because it is today that he is giving you life. It is today that he is giving you purpose and satisfaction in your life. It is today he is relieving people of their guilt through the forgiveness of sins. It is today that he is leading people to overcome those parts in their lives that are holding them down or holding them back. It is today that God’s word is teaching us how to live significant lives of mature service. Today is the day that God is sustaining people through timea of crises, and today is the day when God is warning people in times of temptation to worldly desire. It is today that God is pointing out the beauty that he has created in the middle of the world with many ugly aspects to it. Today is the day God is restoring hope to those who have suffered loss. Today is the day of the Gospel. Today is the day that God is turning people’s mourning into dancing. The goal of the Gospel is not go to heaven when you die; it is to live in living relationship with God in this moment.

The time frame of the Gospel. There are those who think of the Gospel as something in the old days of long ago, and it’s very hard to get them interested in something they think belongs to the old days. Then there are those who relegate the Gospel to some hazy, vague future of some day when, who knows, this might come in handy. It is almost impossible to preach the word of God to people who think of the Gospel as some time in the past or some time in the hazy future. The actual time frame of the Gospel is today, today. Today is the day you have. Today is the day God gives. Today is the day that God is blessing you and enabling you to be a redemptive presence wherever you might be. Today is the day that counts. However, as we live today, we learn from the past and we pay attention to the past because that is where we learn that God is faithful. So we learn from history. We learn from scripture that God is faithful. When we pay attention in our own lives we learn from our own experience that God is faithful. We learn this most dramatically from the past actions of God in Jesus Christ who lived for us, who died for us. For our salvation on the cross, and who rose from grave for us to show us that death has been defeated. We don’t live in the past as Christians. We don’t come here on Sunday mornings to glorify the past. We remember from the past that God is faithful as we live today. As we live today we are supported by our confidence in God for the future. As he has kept his promises in the past, we are confident that he will keep his promises for the future. We don’t live in the future but we live toward the future with confidence and without fear, because we know that when we get to the future, God will be there and he will be faithful. As we live today, our definition of the future is forever, because we are confident that the death of Jesus has made us friends of God and the resurrection of Jesus has shown that our death in this world does not end that relationship. Sometimes people try to figure how much future they have left. The confident Christian doesn’t do that, because the confident Christian says, “I have forever left. That is my future as I live today.” The time frame of the Gospel is today lived well, because we are free from the guilt and the mistakes of the past and we are freed from fear and anxiety about the future.

The foundational quality of God that stands behind the Gospel promise- -what is that? There is a great sadness of life on earth, and that great sadness affects every one of us all the time. Perhaps the simplest way to state the great sadness of life on planet earth is to say: “All good things must come to an end.” All good things must come to an end. This is the great weight that weighs people down. This is the great cloud over all of life. This is the great worm in the apple. All good things must come to an end. The foundational quality of God that stands behind the Gospel promise is this: “Behold I make all things new.” When all good things come to an end they will be made new. This is the great fact that lifts the great weight off those who live in confidence in God. This is the great sun breaking through clouds over everything. This is the death of the worm in the apple and this restoration of the apple to wholeness for those who live in confidence in God. We see in God’s daily creation and his restoration of the world. We see it in the power of forgiveness that leads to new beginning. We see it in the renewal of hope where all hope was gone. We see it as we see every scene in this world through the resurrection from the dead of Jesus Christ. Those who live in confidence in God look at every scene, every event in their lives through the resurrection of Jesus. They hear the promise of God at every event in their life: “Behold I make all things new.” Even on that last walk to the cemetery when we lay to rest the remains of those people whom we love. We even look at that event through the resurrection of Jesus from the dead and we hear the voice of God saying; “Behold I make all things new.” 

What is the direction of the Gospel? We all have heard the words “God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son.” You see the direction of that statement? The direction is from above down to man kind the Gospel is the power of God coming down to his world. It is the direction of a gift from the all powerful giver. The direction of the Gospel is not a desperate, striving to somehow make ourselves acceptable to God while he is trying to turn us away. The direction of the Gospel is that God comes to dwell with his creation. It begins with God walking through the Garden of Eden calling out; “Adam, Eve where are you? I’ve come to walk with you again in the evening.” It continues with these words; “And he shall be called Immanuel which means God with us.” It continues with these words, “I am with you always even to the end of the age.” It continues with these words from the book of Revelation: “I saw the holy city new Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God and I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them and they shall be his people, and God himself will be with them.” What is the guarantee behind the promise? We have a phrase that we use today in the English language to assure people that something is certain even though it has not yet happened. We hear it every once in a while. I would bet that most of you have used this phrase from time to time. The phrase is this; “It’s a done deal. Don’t worry. It’s a done deal.” It hasn’t happened yet but it’s a done deal. In the Old Testament the prophets spoke about the promises of God as though they had already happened and this is the Biblical equivalent of, “It is a done deal.” When Jesus was on the cross he cried out with a loud voice; “It is finished.” This is another Biblical equivalent of “It is a done deal.” When Jesus spoke to Thomas saying, “No longer doubt but live believing” this is another Biblical equivalent of, “Don’t worry Thomas, “It is a done deal.” In John’s vision recorded in Revelation it goes this way “He said to me, `It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give from the fountain of the water of life without payment. He who conquers shall have their heritage, and I will be his God and he shall be my son.’”And I will be his God and he shall be my son. 

In a couple of minutes I’m going to ask you to rise and read Revelation 21:1-7 with me, and then as soon as we have read that where going to sing a new song “Knowing You,” which emphasizes the same point. The point of faith is to know God through Jesus today, but before I do that I want to leave with one last comment. In verse one of Revelation 21 John writes “and the sea was no more.” I don’t for certain what is the intention of these words, but I have read that we are to think of John looking out over the Aegean Sea toward his home in Turkey day after day. Maybe as the sun goes up over Turkey, John stands and looks back to his homeland over the Aegean Sea and this makes him very sad. He was a prisoner on the island of Patmos and therefore he was isolated from his home, he was isolated from his friends, he was isolated from his work, he was isolated everything that was familiar to him in his existence. This isolation caused him great distress. In the vision there was no more sea, hence there was no more separation, no more isolation; he could walk right home. When we finish reading this lesson together we are going to sing the song “Knowing You.” It is a new song, but it is the old story: “And there was no more sea, for I will be your God and you will be my people- -today.” Please join with me in reading Revelation 21:1-7. Please rise.

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life. He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will by my son.

The Hymn Response			“Knowing You”
		All I once held dear, built my life upon,
		All this world reveres and wars to own.
		All I once thought gain I have counted loss,
		spent and worthless now compared to this.
		Knowing You Jesus, knowing You, there is no greater thing.
		You’re my all, You’re the best, You’re my joy,
		my righteousness, and I love You, Lord.

		Now my heart’s desire is to know You more,
		To be found in You, and known as Yours,
		To possess by faith what I could not earn,
		All surpassing gift of righteousness
		Knowing You, Jesus, knowing You, there is no greater thing
		You’re my all, You’re the best, you’re my joy,
		my righteousness, and I love You, Lord.

		Oh, to know the pow’r of Your risen life
		And to know You in Your sufferings
		To become like You in Your death, my Lord,
		So with You to live and never die.
		Knowing You, Jesus, knowing You, there is no greater thing.
		You’re my all, You’re the best, You’re my joy
		My righteousness, and I love You, Lord. Love You, Lord.

