Revelation 7: 9–17

After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs 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 addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where have they come?” 14 I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And he said to me, “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 15 “Therefore they are before the throne of God, and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence. 16 They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat. 17  For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 

Psalm 149

Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the godly! 2 Let Israel be glad in his Maker; let the children of Zion rejoice in their King! 3 Let them praise his name with dancing, making melody to him with tambourine and lyre! 4 For the Lord takes pleasure in his people; he adorns the humble with salvation. 5 Let the godly exult in glory; let them sing for joy on their beds. 6 Let the high praises of God be in their throats and two-edged swords in their hands, 7 to execute vengeance on the nations and punishments on the peoples, 8 to bind their kings with chains and their nobles with fetters of iron, 9 to execute on them the judgment written! 

This is honor for all his godly ones. Praise the Lord! 

1 John 3:1–3; 

See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are. The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 2 Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is. 3 And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure.

Matthew 5:1–12

Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his disciples came to him. 2 And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: 3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 4 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 5 “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 6 “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 10 “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 11 Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

Sing to the Lord a New Song!

One of the greatest gifts our Creator has given us is the ability to be creative through music and song.  Music, whether it’s the 50’s, country, or church music, can be used to express the whole range of emotions; love, joy, thankfulness, contentment, longing, hurt, loss, anger, disappointment.  Often we find ourselves encouraged or strengthened or even healed through a song or a musical composition that seems to capture how we’re feeling and communicates a message of truth and comfort in a memorable, creative way.  This happens not only through the poetry of the words, but it’s also reinforced with melody, volume, meter, and instrumentation, all of which combine to produce amazing effects that can penetrate to our innermost being. 

We all have our favorite songs or musical pieces.  One of my favorites is the “Hallelujah Chorus” from Handel’s Messiah.  It’s sung right after the announcement of God’s ultimate victory over the nations who are in a rage against Christ.  I get carried right along to robustly sing praises to our Lord!

Martin Luther famously described music as “the handmaiden of theology,” recognizing its legitimate role in Christian worship.  Our Psalm today also encourages us to use song to praise God.  In fact, it even suggests that we write, or at least sing, a new song to God to praise him for all He’s done for us.  When we see in this Psalm all God gives us; the salvation and victory that are ours.  Wow, it’s enough to make you want to sing!  “Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song.”

We sing praise because of the victory He has won for His people.  For many of us, the experience of heartfelt joy is easier said than done.  It’s easy for us to lose sight of God’s love.  We get bogged down in the daily concerns and problems and we make a “to do” list that doesn’t include remembering God’s love.  And thus we easily feel the God has abandoned us.  One of Satan’s great lies is to make us believe that God can’t love us.

But listen to our text that shows that God delights in His people.  Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the godly!  Let Israel be glad in his Maker; let the children of Zion rejoice in their King!  Let them praise his name with dancing, making melody to him with tambourine and lyre!  For the Lord takes pleasure in his people; he adorns the humble with salvation. 

You know God does not see our human sin and frailty as the defining factor of our relationship with Him.  Whenever God sees us, He sees the holiness of Christ’s perfect life and sinless death, which as I emphasized last week, we have put on by faith.  That is what it means to be a “saint” or a “holy one.”

 “The Saints!”  What do you think of when I exclaim, “The Saints!”?  Well, during this football season, I suspect the first things to come to mind for many are the New Orleans Saints of the NFL.  But when we talk about “the saints” in the truest sense, we’re not talking about the New Orleans Saints, of course.  In fact as some of you may remember, a couple of years ago a few things came to light about that team that would paint them as anything but saints!

In Latin America many people think “saint” is a statue of Peter or Paul or Mary or some other important figure from local church history.  In Guatemala, for example, many people pray to “Hermano Pedro,” an early Roman Catholic monk who is famous for having cared for the sick and elderly.  Many people believe that you can pray to a statue of Hermano Pedro or other statues of “saints,” and those statues will help you with something, like healing of a child or a better crop or wealth or success in business or in love.  In fact in some churches people put up plaques that attest to the fact that their health was restored or they experienced a miracle of some kind or another because of the intervention of “the saint,” that is, that particular statue.  But when we talk about the saints, that’s not what we’re talking about either.

Then there are those who think of a saint as someone who’s lived an exemplary life, perhaps dedicating himself or herself to serving the poor and underprivileged, such as Mother Teresa or Desmond Tutu.  But while they may have done many good things, when we talk about the saints, we’re not really talking about those kinds of famous people either.

Also maybe when we think about the saints, we’re thinking about St. Paul, St. Peter, St. John, St. Matthew, and so on.  While these people were and are saints, they are not the only people we would describe as saints. 

To be a saint means to be holy, and the true holy ones, the true saints in its most proper meaning, are all those who have trusted in Jesus for their salvation, those who trust in Him today, and those who will trust in Him in the future.  Those are the saints; all people, from every time, every nation, and every language, who are washed clean and made holy by the blood of the Lamb, Jesus Christ, shed for us on the cross.

These are, as verse 4 states, those who have been humbled by sin and failure in this life who He adorns, or crowns, with salvation.

To be crowned is royal language; it is a way of demonstrating the highest honor.  So our natural response is to sing to God a new song!

“Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song.”

But why sing?  Listen to Psalm 149; Let the godly exult in glory; let them sing for joy on their beds.  Let the high praises of God be in their throats and two-edged swords in their hands, to execute vengeance on the nations and punishments on the peoples, to bind their kings with chains and their nobles with fetters of iron, to execute on them the judgment written! This is honor for all his godly ones. 

We sing because of the victory He has promised to win for His people.  

As we see in today’s epistle this extends beyond ourselves in time to include all the saints of time past.  We thank God for those whose testimony is an inspiration for us today.  They live on in our memories, but even more so, they live on in the presence of the Lamb, Jesus Christ, who died and rose for them.  

But there is more, because He promises victory in the future.  We are armed with a double-edged sword, the Word of God.  We know from Hebrews,  the Word of God is a powerful weapon, like a two-edged sword, cutting right to the heart of our sin, but also plainly exposing the solution found in the merits of Jesus.

This is an interesting way to talk about the Word of God, it is like a double-edged sword.  Most of the time, when we use a knife it has only one sharp edge, the edge we cut with.  But in times gone by, when warfare was usually carried out in hand-to-hand combat with soldiers wielding swords, the sword with a sharp edge on both sides was the most effective.  The double-edged sword could cut the enemy whether striking in a forehand direction or a backhand direction.  It was a dangerous weapon to those on the receiving end.  That’s the way the Bible describes the Word of God.  It cuts sharply in either direction, right to the heart of the matter.  Sometimes, we describe one edge of that sword of the Word being the Law, which exposes our sin, and the other edge we describe as being the Gospel, which shows us our Savior.  Both edges are necessary, to produce not only true sorrow for sin, cutting in one direction, so to speak, but also true faith in Jesus, who covers our sins by His death on the cross, cutting the other direction.

Thus the Word of God is how we can wage war against the temptations of Satan, knowing it is powerful to secure for us the victory.  No other weapon will do!

The Church will survive into the future because of that weapon.  It is the weapon we have, the only weapon we have, to bring people to repentance.  It is the weapon we have to bring people to the knowledge of their Savior.

And so we see how God has provided for His people, the faithful people of the past, including our dear loved ones who have gone on in faith to the presence of their Savior, how He has provided for us, washing us of every stain of sin, to grant us forgiveness and freedom from a guilty conscience, and how He provides even for the future.  We can be confident that His Word will continue to be like a two-edged sword, to expose people’s sins but also to show them there is hope and forgiveness and life in Jesus.  When we take it all in, it really does make us want to sing, even sing a new song of praise and thanksgiving, for we have a loving and merciful God!  Amen.

