Lent 2009 – Come, Lord Jesus; #1 Ash Wednesday

Revelation 1:4-6, 9-18 - Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf D. Svanoe


A year ago I received a phone call from my daughter in college, noticeably upset. One of the assignments in her Religion class was to read through the book of Revelation. She was disturbed and frightened by the images. This was different than anything else she had ever read in the Bible and she had lots of questions. 


I imagine many of you have had similar feelings about the book of Revelation. Even Martin Luther had questions about the book, and early on thought it did not deserve a place in the Bible. Back in 1990 I had the privilege of visiting Wittenberg, Germany, home of Martin Luther and the birthplace of the Reformation. We visited the City Church, famous for its Reformation paintings and the place where Luther preached many of his sermons. As we entered the church we were greeted by a sandstone relief hanging on the wall.  Our tour guide pointed it out. There in the entryway was a picture of Christ, the judge of the world. There was a sword coming from his mouth. It was part of the piety of the time before the Reformation and meant to scare people as they came for worship. Our tour guide mentioned that Luther disliked this image. He much preferred to focus on Christ as Savior instead of Christ as Judge. 


This picture of Christ as Judge comes straight from the first chapter of Revelation. The prophet John saw the glorified Christ.  “I saw one like the Son of Man, clothed with a long robe….In his right hand he held seven stars, and from his mouth came a sharp, two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining with full force.” It’s interesting that John’s reaction was to fall at Jesus’ feet as though dead. He was terrified! But what was Jesus’ immediate response to him? He placed his hand on him and said,  “Don’t be afraid. I am the first and the last, and the living one. I was dead, and see, I am alive forever and ever; and I have the keys of Death and Hades.” Jesus reached out in compassion to John and told him not to fear. And Jesus is saying the same thing to us today, “Don’t be afraid.” Don’t be afraid of this book and its strange and bizarre images. As I mentioned last Sunday, Revelation is the only book in the Bible that contains a promised blessing for those who read it. I believe this book will bring great blessing to our congregation this Lent. 


As we get into Revelation I want to say a few things about how we read it. First, we read it much the same way we read any other book of the Bible. We ask questions about what it meant when it was first written, and only then do we begin to ask what it might mean for us today. When we read the book of Romans we don’t assume that the Apostle Paul is writing to Christians living 2,000 years in the distant future. We don’t do that with Revelation either. The book of Revelation does not reveal an endtime calendar; it reveals Jesus Christ. Those are the very first words of the book.  “The revelation of Jesus Christ.” This book is all about revealing Christ to Christians who lived in Asia Minor 1900 years ago. The amazing thing is that those words still speak to Christians today with power and insight and bring blessing into our lives.

The second thing we need to know is that John uses symbols to communicate important spiritual truths. John doesn’t mean what he says, he means what he means. So when John talks about Jesus having a sword coming from his mouth, he is not talking about a literal sword. That’s absurd. Jesus is no sword-swallower in a circus act. No, we have to ask what John means? The sword is a symbol to show us the power of the Word of God. We talk about spoken words that cut to the quick or that are cutting remarks. It’s the same symbol here. 
Hebrews 4:12-13 says that “the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account.” God’s word is powerful. That’s what this symbol means. We can’t hide from God. The word of God pierces to the center of who we are, where soul meets spirit. There are no masks God can’t look behind, no secret sins God doesn’t see. 

Let me give you an example. Ron was an alcoholic. Over the years his addiction had taken a huge toll on his wife and kids and extended family members. He had lost a few jobs because of his drinking. Ron always blamed other people. They were the ones with the problem, not him. As things got worse the family knew they needed to get help. Encouraged by a counselor they decided to do an intervention. The family was coached by the counselor not to blame, not to accuse, but simply describe Ron’s behavior and the impact it had on their lives. And also to tell Ron how much they loved him. At the intervention, one by one, each family member told stories of Ron’s behavior, meetings he had forgotten, games or concerts he had missed, embarrassing moments when he had gotten sick. A lot of tears were shed. Each time they shared a story and said those words, I love you, it was like a knife cutting into his soul. In view of such overwhelming evidence Ron had no where to turn and no excuses to offer. Faced with the truth about himself, his resistance began to melt and the tears began to flow. 
 “The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword.” The word of God cuts into us, past all our defenses and past every thing that defines us to show us the truth about who we are. Who are you? You are a mother or father, a son or daughter. You are a student or employee or retired volunteer. Who are you? You are the sum of all your accomplishments and failures in life, your hopes and dreams and disappointments. You are all these things, and yet you are more than these things. The Word of God cuts through all the layers of your identity to get to you, just you. God’s word twists you open so that the core of who you are is laid bare and exposed. On this Ash Wednesday the word of God cuts through all your illusions and tells you the truth about who you are.  “You are dust, and to dust you shall return.” Lent is a time when we are asked to linger in this uncomfortable truth about ourselves, that we are not God. We are only here for a little while, and we are in desperate need of a Savior. 
 “And from his mouth came a sharp, two-edged sword.” If the word of God reveals who we are we must remember that there are two edges to this sword. The Word of God also reveals whose we are. The word of God not only shows us our sins but also shows us a Savior, who loves us. “To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood.” In baptism we are declared children of God. God claims us and gives us a new identity. 


Many of you are familiar with the Chronicles of Narnia series by C.S. Lewis. One of my favorite stories is in the book The Voyage of the “Dawn Treader”. (By the way, this will be the next movie produced in this series due out Christmas of 2010.) The book introduces us to a young boy named Eustace. Eustace was a brat who didn’t care about anyone except Eustace. He enjoyed bullying and bossing anyone he could. You get the idea that no one much liked Eustace. In one adventure Eustace ignored everyone’s warnings and wandered off to explore an island. He stumbled across a dragon’s lair filled with gold. Eustace couldn’t believe his luck. He put a gold bracelet on his arm, settled in to count his new found gold, and fell asleep. When he woke up he found that he had become a dragon. The gold bracelet he had slipped onto his arm now began to tear into his much larger dragon flesh causing great pain. Eustace was horrified at what he had become, so much so that he began to despair and wonder what would ever happen to him. It was then, when Eustace was willing to look deep inside himself and acknowledge the truth of who he was that he had an encounter with Aslan. Eustace described what happened next. “I looked up and saw the very last thing I expected: a huge lion coming slowly towards me….You may think that, being a dragon, I could have knocked any lion out easily enough. But it wasn’t that kind of fear. I wasn’t afraid of it eating me, I was just afraid of it—if you understand. Well, it came closer up to me and looked straight into my eyes. And I shut my eyes tight. But that wasn’t any good because it told me to follow it….And I knew that I would have to do what it told me, so I got up and followed it.” 


The lion led Eustace to a pool of water and told him to undress. Eustace tried to shed his dragon skin by scraping away its scales. He tried three times and failed. It was then that the lion said, “You will have to let me undress you.” Eustace continues his story. “I was afraid of his claws, I can tell you, but I was pretty nearly desperate now. So I just lay flat down on my back and let him do it. The very first tear he made was so deep that I thought it had gone right into my heart. And when he began pulling the skin off, it hurt worse than anything I’ve ever felt. The only thing that made me able to bear it was just the pleasure of feeling the stuff peel off….Well, he peeled the beastly stuff right off….Then he caught hold of me…and threw me into the water. It smarted like anything but only for a moment. After that it became perfectly delicious and as soon as I started swimming and splashing I found that all the pain had gone…. And then I saw why. I’d turned into a boy again.” 

A lion’s claw, a two-edged sword- two symbols that point to the same reality, the power of God to free us from our sins, our addictions and idolatries. Throughout Revelation John will do that again and again, reveal the true nature of things and invite us to follow Jesus, to worship God alone.

This Lent Christ is coming to each one of us, speaking to us his powerful word, cutting deep into our hearts to reveal who we really are, and also whose we are. We are beloved children of God, freed from our sins, called to take up our cross and follow Jesus. Thanks be to God!
