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REVELATION 7:9-17
9 After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could count, from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, and palm branches were in their hands; 10 and they cry out with a loud voice, saying, "Salvation to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb." 11 And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures; and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 12 saying, "Amen, blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might, be to our God forever and ever. Amen." 13 Then one of the elders answered, saying to me, "These who are clothed in the white robes, who are they, and where have they come from?" 14 I said to him, "My lord, you know." And he said to me, "These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 15 "For this reason, they are before the throne of God; and they serve Him day and night in His temple; and He who sits on the throne will spread His tabernacle over them. 16 "They will hunger no longer, nor thirst anymore; nor will the sun beat down on them, nor any heat; 17 for the Lamb in the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and will guide them to springs of the water of life; and God will wipe every tear from their eyes."

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
The Apostle John, in his letter to the church, gives us a revelation of where we stand.

It is a comforting revelation.  Especially on this day of All Saints, as we remember with sadness those who have died in the past year, and as we contemplate with our own accounting with death in the months or years to come, it is a bracing and comforting revelation John gives to us.

The revelation of John is comforting even all the more because often what we see around us is the opposite.  What we see around us is, often, discouraging, dispiriting, and even confusing.

What we see around us is our world, with its despair and failure, and our own lives, also often marked with confusion, despair, and weakness.

John lets us make a comparison: What we see with our eyes contrasted with what we cannot see; what we know with our reason contrasted with what we know by our faith.


What we see with our eyes is a problem.  Which is only to say, in our sinful world, in our sinful lives, what we see and hear and touch, is all part of a world of sickness and death, and that is a problem.

When we see sickness and death, we try to come up with way to combat it.  

That’s reasonable.  

A quick story.  I have just returned from a little vacation.  I saw something that I don’t think I’ve ever seen before.  At the hotel check-in desk, on each end of it, were two identical bottles.  To check in, you had to come up to the desk at the point between the two bottles.  They were bottles of sanitizer.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen that before.  Hand-sanitizer, that’s been around for a while.  I’ve been to check-in desks before.  But never did I have to stand between two bottles of it to check in.

We all know why they were there.  We’re scared of H1N1, this was in a public place, and the people checking me in wanted me to feel safe—either that, or they thought I had really dirty hands.

But we’re scared of contracting the flu, so the practice now is, scrub your hands of the sickness.  And that’s all good and proper hygiene.

But what if we already have the virus?  It’s already in our bloodstream?  How many times will I have to scrub my hands to get rid of that?  


That can be descriptive of our lives.  We can spend time attacking outward things, what we can see, what we think we can control, instead of recognizing what the real problem is.

In the case of the flu, if I have the flu, the real problem is the virus in my bloodstream, not the dirt on the outside of my hands.

In the case of our lives as sinners, the real problem is our sin, the sin in our bloodstream, in our heart, not the sin on the outside.

The sin on the outside, that’s not the cause of our problem, but the result.

It’s as Jesus speaks about a fruit tree.  A fruit tree with bad fruit—the problem isn’t the bad fruit (that’s only the result), the problem is the tree that grows the bad fruit.  For when you cut off all the rotten apples from the tree, the next apple it grows will be just is bad.  From a bad tree, comes bad fruit.  From a sinner comes sin.  The problem is the sin in the heart, it’s the sinner.


So we see sin in our world; we see it in our neighbors; we see it in our own lives.  

But the problem isn’t the sin we see (that’s only the result).  The problem is the sin of our hearts, the sin of origin—from sinful hearts come . . . sin.

That shouldn’t surprise us.  That means that to clean up sin, we don’t just go around passing rules against sinning, and demanding obedience, and acting like we’re surprised to see sin, and sickness, and death.  How can we be surprised—bad fruit comes from a bad tree—who is surprised by that.

To clean up sin by passing rules and demanding obedience and trying to effect outward behavior, that’s the way of our world.  How different is that from finding someone sick in bed with the flu and washing their hands?


The Apostle John gives us something other to look at, something different than the outward stuff we can see with our eyes and control with our own outward obedience:

After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could count, from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, and palm branches were in their hands; 10 and they cry out with a loud voice, saying, "Salvation to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb." 


[Revelation 7:10]

Our Lord involves us in another reality.  One reality is what we see—in our lives, in our world, in our consciences, what we see and perceive with our eyes and our reason.

By this worldly reality, we stand in the midst of sickness and death, even standing in the midst of our own sin and shame.

Our Lord involves us in another reality, the reality we know only by faith, the reality revealed to us only in Christ Jesus.  While we are standing in the midst of our world, in the midst even of our own shame, at the same time, simultaneously, by faith, we are standing before the Throne of God, we are positioned at the face of our Lord.

And before the Throne of God, at his face, there is no sickness, no death, no despair or confusion, there is nothing we wish we could wash off of ourselves.  Because, before the Throne of God, there is no sin.  Because, the blood of the Lamb has washed away all sin, and where there is no sin, there is no sickness or death, no despair or shame.

Before the Throne of God there are the angels and archangels, and the full company of Heaven, all our brothers and sisters in the faith whom our Lord has called home.  Before the Throne of God, along with the angels and archangels, there are only sinners who have been forgiven of all sin, cleansed of all guilt, who now sing out with the full company of Heaven: 

"Salvation to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb."  


While we are still in our lives here on Earth, still in our sinful flesh, we know our standing at the heavenly Throne by faith.  It is revealed in Holy Scripture, it is extolled in the church, it finds its delivery on Earth at the body and blood of the Holy Sacrament, and we know it by faith. 

For faith is the gift given to us by our Lord’s Word, by the proclamation of his Gospel.

And where his Word is proclaimed, where sinners are gathered to his Sacrament, there the faithful have been assembled to the heavenly Throne, where there is only life and salvation.

The Apostle John gives us a revelation of where we stand.  It is a comforting revelation.  As we remember those who have died in the past year, or the past decades, as we contemplate our own accounting with death, it is a bracing and comforting revelation John gives to us and our families.

You belong to the heavenly Throne.  You belong not to this world and its death and despair, you belong not to your own shame or fear, but you belong to the Lamb upon the Throne who has ransomed you with his own life, who has clothed you in white robes, having cleansed you with his own blood, and you are in the assembly of those gathered around the Lamb upon the Throne.

Is this not, after all, why the church sings?  Because the church is gathered around the Lamb, because all those gathered are cleansed by the blood of the Lamb, because we have all been called out of this world of sin and death, and called into the life of repentance and salvation—we sing.  

As we remember those who have died, as we contemplate the world around us, as we repent of our own sin, we sing.  It is the voice of faith.  For we stand before the face of our Lord, before the Lamb upon the Throne, and with the full company of Heaven, our voices sing:

"Salvation to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb." 

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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