			          POSTCARDS FROM A FAR COUNTRY	      10TH APRIL 2016
			             1. THE LAMB ON THE THRONE
		                   (REVELATION 5:1-14; JOHN 20:19-22)
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After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven. And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, ‘Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.’ At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it. And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and ruby. A rainbow that shone like an emerald encircled the throne. (Rev. 4:1-3)
The Book of Revelation – what are we to do with it? Some people don’t go near it because it confuses and overwhelms them with its confusing parade of images. Others love it and build all sorts of theories and meanings from its allusions and symbols. It is a style of writing called “apocalyptic”. In modern usage apocalypse has images of the terrifying and cataclysmic end of the world; but the actual meaning of the term is simply “unveiling” of “revelation”. Furthermore the book of Revelation makes clear just what is being unveiled in its pages, it is, first and foremost, “The revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1).
Paul uses the word “apocalypse” perfectly naturally in the blessing by which he concludes the letter to the Romans:
Now to him who is able to establish you in accordance with my gospel, the message I proclaim about Jesus Christ, in keeping with the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the eternal God, so that all the Gentiles might come to the obedience that comes from faith – to the only wise God be glory for ever through Jesus Christ! Amen. (Rom. 16:25-27)
In these weeks between Easter and Pentecost, following the readings prescribed in our Anglican lectionary, we will be looking at some of the images of heavenly glory contained in the Book of Revelation. I have entitled the series “Postcards from a Far Country”. The thing about postcards is that they are personal. I wouldn’t send anyone a postcard with a picture of Buenos Aires because I have never been there and don’t know anyone there. It may be a beautiful place, but it has no personal meaning for me. But we are “citizens of heaven” and so any picture postcards that come from there do have special connection and meaning for us.
John was invited into the heavenly realm and given a dramatic revelation of the drama underlying the outworking of history. He didn’t have a camera, but he paints vivid word pictures. He uses a lot of symbolism and dramatic portrayals, and these scare some people away. They shouldn’t. Far too much of the way we express our Christian faith is tame and predictable and unexciting. 
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We easily lose sight of the vast and vital things that are at stake, both in the world and in our souls, and we need writers like John of the Apocalypse to enliven our imaginations and stir our emotions. It doesn’t matter if we can’t pin precise meanings to every symbol or action that is taking place in this glorious unfolding drama; what is important is that the sheer visual impact and epic poetry of what John reveals captivates our hearts and overwhelms us afresh with the unimaginable scale of the salvation which God has brought into effect through Jesus Christ.
Before we start with the first postcard, let’s put ourselves in John’s shoes. He was in penal exile on the island of Patmos – an equivalent to those in our own generation who were imprisoned on Robben Island. He was there, he tells us, “because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (1:9). He was a Christian who found himself on the wrong end of the power of the great political, economic and military power of his day – the Roman Empire. Initially it had barely registered the significance of one more Jewish insurrectionist crucified in Jerusalem, but now it was waking up to the perceived threat of the Church of Jesus Christ with its unambiguous loyalty to a different King and a different Kingdom. So we have John writing as a Christian to his fellow Christians in Asia Minor who are beginning to sense the tsunami of persecution that is building up and who are aware of their precarious position in a world of big unfriendly powers that are beginning to range against them.
We won’t really “get” what this book of Revelation is about, unless we, too, read it from that position. And that is not hard to do in this age when people of principle and faith are increasingly recognising the need to critique and stand against the political, economic and military powers dominating the world of our day. The opening chapters of the book, with the letters to the seven churches show how some of them were already alert to the coming challenges and the courageous dependence on Jesus that they would be called upon to display; but other churches were still in a complacent state, relying on their ministry and theological capability, in the case of Ephesus; their appearance of life, in the case of Sardis; and their wealth, in the case of Laodicea. That seems pretty much the way it is for the Church in our day. Where do we stand as CCK?
So, now, let’s take a look at our first postcard.  Slide 3 
Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, ‘Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?’ But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside. 
John never even begins to try to describe the figure he sees on the throne, there is no picturing of God except in terms of glorious light and overwhelming majesty, but he does see a scroll in his hand. For Johns readers there would have been no doubt what the scroll was all about, given the supreme place of the Torah scrolls in the synagogue; this was the record of God’s saving covenant purposes in the earth, but it is all sealed up and there is no-one on the earth who is worthy to unlock it.
John tells us that he wept and wept. This is not some mild little drizz, this is gut-wrenching, disconsolate sobbing. This scroll really matters! What’s more, John is deeply and emotionally invested in what happens with this scroll. He recognises the huge and critical issues that are at stake for humankind and all creation if it remains sealed. So, what are the things that would make me weep and weep like that? And you? What eternal matters stir our souls like this?
There is something really healthy about John’s tears. This is a man who is truly spiritually alive and perceptive. Tears are a gift that we don’t fully appreciate. I think there is a subterranean lake of tears in many of our hearts, but we deny its presence. Yet those tears almost always constitute an invitation to deeper engagement with God, uncomfortable though that might be initially. We really need the gift of tears for our spiritual health.
Perhaps, without his tears, John would not have been able to see what comes next in his vision:
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Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.’ Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing at the centre of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. 
It is natural to look for a great conquering lion, but what John needed to see, and we all need to see, is the completely counter-intuitive picture of the “Lamb looking as if it had been slain”. The lion is a slain lamb, and the slain lamb is the lion. He has seven horns symbolizing perfect power and honour and seven eyes symbolizing perfect sight. The lamb is almighty and omniscient, yet he bears the marks of slaughter. There are deep and mysterious truths here that we can only really connect with via the vulnerability of a broken heart.
Turning for a moment to our Gospel passage telling of Jesus’ appearance to the disciples in the locked room where they were hiding in fear, I wonder how much gut-wrenching sobbing was taking place there. Surely they must have felt that there was now no hope of the unfolding of the saving purposes of God. They needed to see that the slain lamb was the lion and the lion was the slain lamb. So Jesus comes into their midst speaking comfort and peace and shows them the horrendous wounds of the Cross. Here he is the resurrected, victorious Lord, but he yet bears the wounds of the Cross – they are essential to who he is even into the ultimate glory of eternity. 
The Jesus who meets us here today and whom we worship is the wounded lamb of sacrifice, and we best come to know him in the tears of our own vulnerability, where we learn to depend on him in our weakness and truly taste his love and his grace. Being too reliant on their spiritual pedigree the Ephesian Church had lost contact with their first love. Being too comfortable in their wealth, the Laodicean Church had lost sight of the value of spiritual poverty and humble dependence. Let’s not be a self-confident church and a group of seemingly “successful” Christians who create the illusion that we have it all together. We need the gift of weakness and tears. We will often encounter the risen Lord in the place of tears and in the vulnerability of a broken heart.
So, John sees a lamb and there is nothing pretty about a slaughtered lamb; it must surely be one of the most graphic pictures of weakness and pathos, yet this lamb doesn’t just lie there in his blood; he is powerful and decisive. He comes directly to the glorious figure on the throne and takes the scroll with the clear intention of breaking its seals and unrolling it.
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As the picture given to John unfolds we encounter the great songs of heaven. The Book of Revelation bursts into song at regular intervals, and the songs of heaven are all important if we are to see and respond to the glorious fullness of God’s redemption. So we read, 
And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of God’s people. And they sang a new song.
There is great significance in John telling us that they were singing a new song. This is not just a newly devised song, the meaning goes far further than that, this is a song whose content was never conceived until the slain Lamb ascended the throne to take the scroll. There are some hectic scenes in Revelation of anguish and judgement on the earth, but the full magnitude of the victory of Jesus is firmly set forth right up front. So, what do these songs tell us about the Jesus we worship and serve and the good news of his Gospel?
Firstly, “By his blood he has purchased for God persons from every tribe and language and people and nation and has made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth.” This song of the twenty four elders is born out of the prayers of God’s people – the “prayers of the saints” as the older versions put it. This new song is born out of the devotion and heart-longing of all God’s people in Sudan and Chile and Malaysia and Syria and China and Pakistan and Ukraine and Palestine. This is the Church of all nations – heirs to the promises of kingship and priesthood that are fully realized in Christ. Our destiny is to reign upon the earth – wow! Not this earth but the new heaven and new earth which is to come. No wonder Paul scolded the Corinthians, saying,
If any of you has a dispute with another, do you dare to take it before the ungodly for judgment instead of before the Lord’s people? Or do you not know that the Lord’s people will judge the world? And if you are to judge the world, are you not competent to judge trivial cases? Do you not know that we will judge angels? How much more the things of this life! (1 Cor.  6:1-3)
If that is not enough, the songs of this chapter get even more expansive in their setting forth of the great accomplishments of the Cross:
Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they were saying:
‘Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and praise!’
Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, saying:
‘To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honour and glory and power, for ever and ever!’
Ultimately every creature, without exception will give praise and honour to the Lamb. This is the ultimate song of creation when all is said and done! What does this mean? What is the ultimate reach and scope of Jesus’ work? It accords with the great song of Philippians, speaking of Jesus,
…who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped at; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death – even death on a cross!
Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:6-11)
The same ultimate claim is made in Colossians 1:19-20,
For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.
The whole community of heaven is awed. The elders fall face down is amazed worship. If God’s final word on his first creation was to declare it very good, then this ultimate work of Jesus in redeeming creation infinitely exceeds it and goes beyond all superlatives.
Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, saying:
‘To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honour and glory and power, for ever and ever!’
[bookmark: _GoBack]What can we do this morning but join them in awe-struck praise?
