All Saints 2008 – Revelation 7:9-17

Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

A few days ago I received in the mail a brochure advertising a Bible Prophecy Seminar. Interpreting book of Revelation for today. I was curious and a bit suspicious. Who is doing the interpreting? What kind of assumptions are they bringing to the book? When I went online to find more information it simply said that the presenter had degrees in Bible and theology. You can buy degrees in Bible and theology online. What seminary were they trained at and why are they being so secretive about who they are? It’s important to know these things because the assumptions you bring to the Bible help determine what you find in the Bible. 

We all know that people can make the Bible say almost anything they want it to. We hear some crazy whacked-out interpretation and we instinctively know something is wrong. It’s like the old song from Porgy and Bess, “It ain’t necessarily so, what people are liable to read in the Bible, it ain’t necessarily so.” Where you start and the assumptions you bring are totally important. Let me give an example. When I first moved to Sioux Falls I was always getting Hartford and Harrisburg mixed up (not to mention Humboldt). I remember one time having to go to a meeting in Harrisburg and showing up in Hartford. Some would say it’s because I’m Norwegian. I ended up in the wrong place because my starting assumptions were wrong. The same is true every time we interpret the Bible. Where we end up depends on where we start. And perhaps no book of the Bible has been more misinterpreted than the book of Revelation. 

When Lutherans interpret the book of Revelation one of the places they start is that Revelation is a historical letter. It was written by a pastor to churches in Asia Minor at the end of the first century. These churches were going through very difficult circumstances. Some were being persecuted. Some were being tested and tempted to give up their faith. And so this pastor named John wrote to them to encourage them in their trials and admonish them to remain faithful to God. Now when we interpret the book of Revelation this is our starting point. It is the same starting point we apply to the rest of the books of the Bible. When we understand what a book of the Bible meant when it was first written then we can more faithfully understand what God’s Spirit might be trying to say in this book to the church today. 

However, there are a lot of people who approach the book of Revelation from a different starting place. They believe that Revelation contains a calendar of end-time prophecies or future predictions. Figure out where we are on the calendar and you’ll know what is coming next, and when Christ will come again. This is the starting point for those who created the Left Behind series. The problem is that those who start there have always been wrong in the past. Always! They always end up in Hartford instead of Harrisburg.  Now Hartford is a good town. I’m not knocking it. But I want to go to Harrisburg, not Hartford. When it comes to interpreting the Bible I don’t want to get it wrong.

Our text for this All Saints Sunday is from Revelation chapter seven. The scene takes place in heaven with a vast host of people no one can count. They are dressed in white, waving palm branches, shouting praise to God and worshipping the Lamb with every fiber of their being. Two questions are asked: who are these people and where have they come from? The answer given is that they have come out of the great ordeal. Some translations call it the great tribulation. It is a time of great trial and testing for God’s people. In fact the great ordeal is spelled out in some detail in chapter six. A series of seven seals are opened. Disaster follows on disaster. The four horsemen of the apocalypse come riding in spreading fear and anxiety before them. Here we don’t have to think about some future terrors about to visit the earth. These are things common to every age that cause people to be afraid. The first horseman is the threat of invasion from foreign armies. This was a very real threat in the first century. It is real today when we consider escalating problems overseas with threats from Iran and North Korea and others. But if that doesn’t worry us too much then the second horseman comes riding in with violence at home. Again, this threat echoes across the centuries. Terrorist strikes on our own soil, the threat of biological or nuclear horrors unleashed right here, random violence in our schools. How safe is it to walk in our own streets? And if that doesn’t bother you too much the third horseman comes riding in to wreak economic hardship on the earth. A days wage for a loaf of bread represents the collapse of an economic system. And this is one of the reasons I find the book of Revelation one of the most relevant books of the Bible today. We’ve all been affected by recent events in the economy. The other day my pension quarterly report came and I was afraid to open it. I didn’t want to see the bad news. Every time the economy takes a down turn I think that I will just have to work a little longer into my retirement years. Mostly it makes me turn to God for my source of strength and security. The last horseman of the apocalypse is the one that gets everyone. It is death itself. These four horsemen are not future events on some apocalyptic calendar- they are realities of life people deal with in every age. Pastor John puts them here to remind us that we need to put our trust in things that are eternal, things that will endure. Pastor John wants us to find our security and hope in God. At the end of chapter six Pastor John asks the question: who is able to stand all these terrible things? The answer is given in chapter seven. Who can endure? Those who have been sealed with God’s spirit. 

There is an interesting pattern in Revelation. Seven is an important number in Revelation. There are seven seals, seven trumpets, seven bowls, but at the end of the sixth in each series there is an interlude, a time out, and we are taken up into heaven to experience worship there. Again and again Revelation returns us to worship. It is just like life. Six days we can work. Life takes its toll on us. But on the seventh day we gather again for worship. We are lifted out of our daily worries and allowed to see life from heaven’s perspective. In the midst of our trials and difficulties we need worship to help recharge our batteries. We need worship to give us an eternal perspective on the temptations we face everyday. We need worship to help us see clearly that there is another reality than this world. It’s so easy to forget who we are and whose we are. Be faithful to God. Reject the subtle temptations of this world that lead us away from God.  

Who is this host arrayed in white? If we were to get a peak at that crowd whose face would you look for? Perhaps a parent or grandparent. Last Tuesday I got a phone call from one of our members whose father was dying. I had known David Blanchar for several years having had him as a music teacher at Augustana. I arrived as his pastor was leaving. David had just died. They had a prayer and benediction and then David took a few short breaths and died. It was as if he were waiting for that final benediction and he yielded his life into Jesus’ loving arms. He is now a part of that innumerable host. All these saints are surrounded by the promises of God. God will shelter them. They will never again hunger or thirst. The lamb who was slain becomes the shepherd who leads us through life and death and into the life to come, the lamb who guides us to springs of the water of life. And God will wipe away every tear from our eyes. 

What are you dealing with in your life right now? Maybe life is hard and you are on the verge of giving up? Maybe life is too comfortable and you need a little shaking up? Today we gather for holy communion, a meal that connects us with God and with each other. But this meal also connects us with the saints of every time and place, the host of heaven. They are all right here, cheering us on. They urge us to reject sin and worship God alone, to follow the Lamb no matter what comes our way. Amen.

