PAGE  
4
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Revelation 21:22-22:5: I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it. Its gates will never be shut by day-- and there will be no night there. People will bring into it the glory and the honor of the nations. But nothing unclean will enter it, nor anyone who practices abomination or falsehood, but only those who are written in the Lamb's book of life. Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city. On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations. Nothing accursed will be found there any more. But the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him; they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. And there will be no more night; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever.

I’m about to do something really dangerous.
 It’s called preaching on the Book of Revelation. Here I’ve been given the option of preaching on much safer texts: “Peace I leave with you,” for example. And instead I’ve decided to preach on the one book in the New Testament that’s most likely to get you in trouble. It’s full of terrifying, grotesquely violent visions. And it seems to hint at hidden meanings that practically beg for somebody to come along with a magic decoder ring to tell us what it’s really saying.
In fact, what makes it a dangerous book is precisely all the people who have come along over the past 2,000 years with THE FINAL INTERPRETATION. They’d offer some sketch of things to come that captured people’s imagination, and then whole communities would split over it and start calling each other fake Christians. People have lost their lives, sometimes even taken other people’s lives, over this book.
Even today I can give you a laundry list of different factions. I won’t try to describe them. Just listen to some of the labels: There are historicists, preterists, idealists and futurists. Among the futurists you find amillennialists, postmillennialists and premillennialists. Among the premillennialists you find historic premillennialists and dispensational premillenialists. Among the dispensational premillennialists you find pretribulationists, midtribulationists and posttribulitionalists. 
You know those “Left Behind” books? They’re written by two futurist premillennial dispensational pretribulationists. Have you got that? If you like those books, then you might be a futurist premillennial dispensational pretribulationist. The scary thing is when you meet people who know exactly what that means and who will write you off if you don’t have every one of their labels. I grew up Southern Baptist, and I knew of churches that had split because some members were futurist premillennial dispensational pretribulitionists and others were futurist premillennial dispensational midtribulationists. It reminds me of the story of a Texas rancher who decided to call his operation the Bar-J-Suzy-Q-Flying-W-Lazy-Y Ranch. Other ranchers asked him how many cattle he had. He said, “Not that many. Most of ’em don’t survive the branding.”

That’s part of the challenge for anybody who preaches out of this book—you want to survive the branding, and there’s a chance you might not. It can make tempers run pretty high. Back when Christians decided what books to include in what we now call the New Testament—it took them several hundred years—they debated long and hard about whether to include Revelation. Part of the reason was that it was already causing divisions among God’s people.
Now frankly, I don’t know if any of those long-winded labels fits me. I do know that I’m not a futurist premillennial dispensational pretribulationist. I don’t go along with the “Left Behind” approach. Frankly, it’s just about the most artificial approach I’ve ever seen when it comes to interpreting the Bible. It inserts gaps of thousands of years into passages without any support from the text itself (e.g., Daniel 9:24-27). Sometimes it even gets things backwards. Did you know that when Jesus mentions getting left behind, it’s actually a good thing? It’s like being safe on Noah’s Ark, he says. The people who get taken aren’t raptured up to heaven—they’re like the people who got swept away by the flood (Matthew 24:38-42). Did you know that the so-called rapture is never mentioned in Revelation? The idea comes from a passage in 1 Thessalonians (4:13-18) that talks about being caught up into the clouds to meet Jesus on his way down to dwell with us forever, but that passage doesn’t say a thing about Jesus turning around and taking people back to heaven with him. He’s come to stay. Nobody gets left behind.
You really do need to know that nobody read the Bible this way before a man named John Nelson Darby came along in the 1830s and founded a denomination called the Plymouth Brethren. But his peculiar ideas didn’t really take off until around 1909, after a convicted forger and embezzler named Cyrus Scofield published The Scofield Reference Bible.
 It became a bestseller, and its charts, diagrams, headings and long-winded footnotes convinced people that this is how serious Bible scholars approached the Bible. It most definitely was not how most Bible scholars read the Bible, not even how most of the conservative scholars read it. But Darby’s and Scofield’s approach was much more entertaining than anything the serious scholars were doing, so it caught on all over the English-speaking world. And now you run into people who think the “Left Behind’ books are based on the way people read the Bible all along, but that’s just not true. It’s a pretty new-fangled invention, and I think people need to know that.
So now you know why I’m not a futurist premillennial dispensational pretribulationist. So what am I, then? Well, I’m not going to tell you that I’ve found THE FINAL INTERPRETATION, because I don’t think this book was ever meant to be read in just one way. You don’t have to agree with me. Just don’t start heating up any branding irons.
 
Revelation is a book of prophecy, but the prophets of the Bible were not fortune tellers. Biblical prophets were people who had glimpsed God’s vision of the world as God wants it to be, and when they prophesied, they spoke words of warning and hope to the people of their time, not people thousands of years later. Often as not, their warnings were meant not to come true. Jonah warned the people of Nineveh that their city would be destroyed in forty days, no ifs, ands or buts. It didn’t happen. His words changed the people, and their city was not destroyed. Jonah gets an “F” as a fortune teller, but he gets an “A” as a prophet—a reluctant prophet, but still a prophet. His words of warning had the effect that God wanted, but they didn’t come true.
John of Patmos was that kind of prophet. He glimpsed God’s vision of the world as God wants it to be and then he spoke words of warning and hope to the people of his time. He wrote the Book of Revelation as a long letter to help Christians, and maybe some of his fellow Jews, cope with the ruthlessness of the Roman Empire in the light of John’s visions of God’s final victory. By the time he wrote, the Empire had destroyed Jerusalem and slaughtered countless Jews, because they had rebelled. Anybody with a connection to Jerusalem was now under suspicion, all over the Empire, and that included Christians, who some people found irritating all on their own. You could be penalized for who you were, maybe arrested, sometimes executed. Christians lived in constant fear of being exposed. Some were giving up and renouncing their faith. Others were trying to blend in with everybody else. John wrote this letter to help them be who they were called to be, to have the courage not to be just like everybody else, especially not like the rulers from Rome.
John’s answer to the power of Rome is a vastly different kind of power—the power of a slaughtered Lamb. Revelation is all about the Lamb. The first time John saw the Lamb in one of his visions, he had just been told by a heavenly elder that the key to understanding God’s ways was “the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, [who] has conquered” (Rev. 5:5). So John looks up, expecting to see a fierce, war-like lion, or at least a powerful king like David. Instead he sees “a Lamb, standing as if it had been slaughtered” (Rev. 5:6). The key to what God is up to is not a conquering carnivore but a vulnerable vegetarian!
John sees two kinds of power at work in the world—the power of governments and armies to win short-term victories with violence, and the power of the Lamb to win the final victory by suffering with the victims of governments and armies. Forces of the Empire are in league with the forces of evil. But those who suffer faithfully and lovingly are in league with the forces of the Lamb, the forces of God.
The Lamb, of course, is Jesus, the one who lived out the love of God among us even to the point of rejection and execution, the one who came back, after we’d done our worst, to keep loving us all over again. He never conquers by violence. True, at the end of his letter John shows us a picture of Jesus arriving on a white horse to conquer the forces of the Empire. The picture looks violent, and the “Left Behind” authors write about it as a literal slaughter of Jesus’ opponents. But John says that the only weapon Jesus uses is the “sword” that comes out of his mouth (19:15)—Jesus wins not by a literal sword but by his message, his good news. He wins by sharing the good news of God’s love for even God’s fiercest opponents. He wins by a love that outlasts every kind of rejection people can cook up, a love that outlasts even death itself.
John’s letter issues two warnings: if you live by the power of the Lamb, you’re living against the grain of the Empire, and you’re likely to get hurt by the power games that ambitious people like to play. It could even get you killed. That’s one warning. Here’s the other: if you live by the power of the Empire, you’ll do yourself in. You may succeed in looking powerful and in control, but you won’t know how to love or be loved any more. You won’t even be willing to enter the New Jerusalem. But John’s final word is a word of hope: if you live by the power of the Lamb, you’re already living a life that rises from rejection, even death itself, to embrace the whole world, even those who rejected you. That’s the power that moves the world, no matter how things look right now.
Today we’re shown one of John’s final visions. Instead of Christians getting raptured up into heaven, John sees the New Jerusalem getting raptured down to earth, and he hears a voice that says: “The home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them” (Rev. 21:3). We see a city filled, not with ordinary light, but with the light of the glory of God, whose lamp is the Lamb. We see whole nations and their leaders, healed and cleansed from any traces of evil, walking in the light of the Lamb, entering through gates thrown wide open. We see a river flowing with life from the Lamb’s throne and a really strange tree that manages to grow on both sides of the river, whose leaves have the power to heal. Everyone is marked as the Lamb’s own forever, and they finally see God face to face. 
Is this a prediction about the future? Of course it is. The New Jerusalem is coming, and God won’t rest until God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven. But it’s not a blueprint. There’s no time table. The New Jerusalem operates by the power of the Lamb, the power to endure everything we might do to prevent its arrival. But we can’t prevent it, not for ever. It’s the power that moves the whole world, and sooner or later the Lamb will have his way with the world. We’re not there yet, but it’s coming to us, and the fact of its coming doesn’t depend on us. It’s all the Lamb’s doing.
But John doesn’t want to leave us with predictions about the future. All along, from the very beginning of his letter, John has been telling us that God and the Lamb already reign. “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Anointed One” (Rev. 11:15). The New Jerusalem is still on its way, but it’s already begun to arrive. God has already come to dwell with us in the risen life of Jesus and in his Body, namely, us. We, together, are the beginning of the New Jerusalem. If that’s true, and I believe it is, then it’s high time we started living there.
The best part of John’s message is that we can start living in that New Jerusalem right now. We can already live by the power of the Lamb. There’s no excuse for putting it off. When John started his letter he singled out seven different nearby churches and wrote each one of them (Rev. 2-3). And what he says to each of them is basically this: “Why aren’t you living by the power of the Lamb? Why are you letting the power games of ambitious and selfish people get in the way? You are rightful citizens of the New Jerusalem. The Lamb is the power that moves the world, so stop wasting time.” 
And that’s what John of Patmos is saying to us: Why aren’t we living by the power of the Lamb? What keeps us at St. Philips from being the New Jerusalem right here next to the Madam Walker Theater? What keeps us from throwing our doors wide open? What keeps us from welcoming all sorts of peculiar-seeming people to taste the tree of life and the river of life growing and flowing right here? 
You’re going to be asking these questions of yourselves over and over again as you face a new chapter in your story with your new Rector. Many of you have been asking these questions for years. There’s no blueprint for how to answer them. But there’s the power of the Lamb. There’s the promise of the Lamb’s inevitable victory, no matter how long it takes. And that’s all the power we need to stay faithful.

The home of God is among us mortals. God already dwells with us as our God; we are already God’s people, and God’s very presence is with us now. That will be our future, make no mistake about it. But it’s our present too. Thanks be to God. Amen.

� This sermon begins much as the sermon preached at First Trinity Lutheran Church, Indianapolis, on April 29, 2007, for the simple reason that these are two different congregations who have heard it only once.


� I first heard a version of that story from H. Stephen Shoemaker at Crescent Hill Baptist Church, Louisville, KY, some time in the 1980s. It makes the rounds, usually without mentioning any sources.


� Barbara R. Rossing, The Rapture Exposed: The Message of Hope in the Book of Revelation (Cambridge, MA: The Westview Press, 2004), p. 23.


� I’m greatly indebted to two very helpful books here: Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2001), and (again) Barbara R. Rossing, The Rapture Exposed.





