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Revelation, Part 7: Worthy to Worship

July 29th, 2007

We’re going to continue, this morning, looking through that extraordinary portal John has given us as he describes in Revelation 4 and 5 the majesty of God’s throne room in heaven.
· Remember that John’s purpose here is to impart… not only to the seven churches he’s writing to (persecuted churches in need of encouragement… needing to see their circumstances through the lenses of heaven), but to all of us as well… 

· a sense of the majesty and splendor and awe of the God we serve... as he describes the vision he’s been given of that glorious throne-room in heaven.

· And the primary characteristic that throne room is worship… the unending response of every creature to the beauty and goodness and glory of the One who occupies that throne.

· So, go ahead and turn in your Bibles to Revelation 5. This is what John writes… [read chapter 5; then Pray]
Have you ever wondered what it would be like to be able to just hang out with some of history’s most famous, or infamous, characters?  

· If you could spend just ten minutes, for example, with some of the Bible’s most recognized men and woman, what would you ask them?  

· I mean, is there one common question you’d want to ask each and every one of them?  

· For me… if I could ask just one question… I would probably ask them, “Was it worth it?" 

· Was it worth it, Abraham, to have left your home, everything familiar to you, everything you loved, all the hurts and disappointments, in order to walk with God and to father a people and nation through whom God would reach all the other peoples and nations of the world. Was it worth it?
· Was it worth it, Moses, leaving behind the wealth & pleasures of Egypt and all of the power & prestige you once had… in order to lead such an ungodly, unfaithful people through the desert for 40 years only to end up dying before you even made it to the Promise Land? Was it worth it?"

Was it worth it, Jeremiah, devoting your life to God and to the preaching ministry He had given you… a ministry that never seemed to make a dent, that never won a convert, that seemingly never changed a life?" 

· What would it be like to ask Mary, "Was it worth being called chosen when it cost you your friends and reputation… when it required you to flee the city you grew up in… to have had to stand helplessly by and watch the baby that you gave birth to rejected and nailed to that horrific Cross?"
· Was it worth it, John, to spend what seemed to be your last days rotting on a desolate rock on an abandoned island when you could have been surrounded by your children and grandchildren? Was it worth it?"
I wonder if you’ve ever asked that question of yourself… Is it worth it?  Is it worth it to choose to follow God with all your heart when, at times, that can be seem so difficult.  

· Is it worth making the financial sacrifice of giving to God when you could keep the money to buy things you need or want so badly? 

· Is it worth it to go on serving when you feel tired or unappreciated or misunderstood, or it feels like somebody else is getting all the recognition and not you?

· Is it worth it, really, to obey God? Is it worth it to always try to tell the truth when you know a lie could get you out of trouble? 

Is it worth it to persevere day after day, year after year in a painful marriage when part of you wants to run from it so badly? 

· Is it worth it to share the Gospel with a friend when you know you might be rejected?

· Is it worth it to sacrifice time, effort, and energy to come here on one of your only real days off… to not only come here… but to setup or cleanup or teach other people’s children when you’ve been with your own all week long.  Is it worth it?

· Is it worth investing in this dream we have as a church… to redefine not only what it means to walk with Jesus… but how we, as a community, relate to the world around us. Is it all worth it?

I had one of those days some time ago. There was a series of disappointments that hit all at the same time. Some of what I had been aching for in my heart… I just wasn’t seeing.

· In a way, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to just ignore it all… and remain a bit numb to my disappointment… or just pour out my frustrations to God. It was painful.

· And underneath all the questions was that one burning question: Is it worth it? Is it all really worth it? 

Maybe there is something going on in your life or ministry that’s got you asking the same question.

· Well, this morning, I want to share what, for me, is the only answer I believe we ultimately need… it’s something that I believe to the very core of my being… 

· Something that, I believe is worth staking the rest of my life on. Something worth staking the rest of your life on…

You see, one day, you and I will stand before the One who sits on that throne… the One whom we’ve purposed to serve with our whole lives…

· And on that day He will look you in the eye… and then you’ll know. It won’t be something just written down in a book somewhere. 

· On that day every question that you have, every doubt or reservation, will be blown clean away, and you will know that it was worth it for one reason. 

· Not because it was easy or fun or led to great accomplishments, not because of anything you got out of it…

· But you will know that it was worth it all because at the center of human history stands a Lamb that was slain and He is worthy.

He is worthy of every act of obedience ever offered to him. He is worthy of every temptation ever resisted. He is worthy of every song of worship ever sung. 

· He is worthy of every tear of repentance ever shed. He is worthy of every ounce of labor ever expended.

· He is worthy of every drop of blood that every martyr has shed around this globe for 2,000 years. He is worthy. 

· He is worthy of my life. He is worthy of your life. He is worthy of this church’s life. He is worthy. 

· And it is that vision that John expresses to us with such power.

John says, "I saw a scroll… and it was sealed with seven seals."  This image of the scroll is one of the great images in the Book of Revelation. 

· No one can say for sure what the scroll ultimately contains.  But I think, at the very least, we’re safe in assuming that it contains God’s judgment for all that has been and his plans for all that will be. 
· It contains wonderful things for some. It contains real serious things for others. It’s God’s plan to set this world right. 

· The scroll answers the question: When will God’s Kingdom come? And even more the scroll answers the question: How will Christ’s Kingdom come?
There is a scroll… and what that means is there’s a meaning and purpose behind this world… In other words, there is an answer to our questions… 

· For all the times we’ve asked, “why” or “was it worth it,” we can know that there really is an answer. 
· This world is a story, and it has an author, and your life is a story, and it has an author. There is a meaning and a purpose to it all. 

· This world is not a random accident. Our lives have meaning as each of our stories fit into the grand narrative contained in that scroll.

· And so, whoever has the scroll, has authority to bring those things to pass. Whoever holds the scroll has the ability to fulfill God’s purpose for the human race. 

But then we see in verse 2 that a “strong angel… shouted with a loud voice, ‘Who is worthy to break the seals on this scroll and open it?”
· Who is worthy to open the scroll? Who is worthy to rule the earth? Who is capable of setting things right? Who is able to answer all the whys? 

· But the answer comes back: nobody. There’s no one in heaven or on earth who could open and read the scroll.  

· And so John begins to weep bitterly.  What good is the promised Kingdom if there is no one to usher in that Kingdom?  

· What if our lives have no ultimate meaning?  What if today is all we have?

You see, John weeps for the failure of the whole human race. He weeps for the beauty of the world that could be, but is not. 

· He weeps for all life’s suffering that will never have meaning. He weeps for his own failure because he was not worthy. 

· He weeps because who now will defeat the beast who holds them captive… who will deliver them from Rome? How will the nations now come to faith in You, Lord?
· John’s tears represent the tears of every suffering person throughout all of time who has cried before God. 
· John’s tears stand for the tears of God’s people as we cry out, “When will your kingdom come? When will your will be done?”
Then, in verse 5, one of the 24 elders comes to John and says, "Do not weep for there is One who is worthy." 

· In all the universe there is One, he says, who has the right to hold authority and rule the earth… there is One who was worthy.

· And so John looks up and sees a Lamb and around the Lamb are the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders… All of whom has fallen to the ground…

· And together they began singing over and over again, "You are worthy, You are worthy."
· He is worthy to redeem the world. He is worthy of every ounce of your devotion and every beat of your heart.  

· But why is He worthy?  I’m going to share just three reasons from our passage here in Revelation 5.

1.  First of all, look down in verse 9 at this great song of the worthiness of the lamb: "They sing a new song, ‘You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals; for You were slaughtered…” (some translations say, “You were slain.”)
· It’s the same word that John uses up in verse six when he says, "Then I saw a Lamb that looked as if it had been slaughtered."
· This is a striking thing to say, "You are worthy because you were slaughtered."  

· It was in Gethsemane where we’re first confronted with the kind of suffering Jesus, who was our sacrificial Lamb, would soon be facing for us. 

There at Gethsemane, we could see the extent of His anguish… it’s not the picture of a calm person going to martyrdom. 

· He tells his disciples that He is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death.

· Luke says he was in such agony that his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground. 

· The word Luke uses is the Greek word, agonia. He was, in a very real sense, in agony.

· Mark uses another word that stands for being deeply distressed or horror-struck. It’s a word for a nightmare. 

· And so, Jesus cries out to His Father, "Let this cup pass from me." But what cup is He talking about? What’s the cup that Jesus cries out to be released from? 

Is it physical suffering? Is that what makes the Lamb worthy? Through church history, we’ve seen followers of Jesus martyred for their faith… 

· Men and women who faced their persecutors with utter fearlessness and purity of heart. Think about Stephen in the Book of Acts. 

· But Jesus is sweating, prostrate on the ground, overwhelmed with anguish. And why? 

· Because the cup that he was to drink was not the cup of physical pain of suffering and death, not the humiliation of being mocked by mobs… 

· It was the spiritual agony of bearing upon himself the sins of the world… yours and mine.

Think about a time when you sinned, and your sin was real serious. Then in an instant, because of the convicting power of the Spirit, you saw it with blinding clarity. 

· Remember what you felt in that moment? Think about that and then multiply that one experience times thousands of other sins in your life. And other times that you may have been too calloused to even notice.

· Then multiply that billions of times over for the sins of the whole earth, the whole human race, the guilt and horror of every sin…

· deceit, gossip, every act of sexual abuse, the devastation of war, prejudice, the whole sorted history of human fallenness, the whole weight of it. 

Imagine one person experiencing within himself the indescribable nightmare of all of that guilt and remorse as if he had done each thing, bearing the weight of all that.

· Imagine one person feeling directed upon himself the wrath of God for all that sin. 

· And yet, that was only a small part of the cup Jesus begged to be spared of. 

· Now, imagine that burden falling on a heart that from all eternity had never once known the slightest shadow of guilt. 

· Imagine that wrath falling on a heart that from all eternity had never known a second of separation from the Father. 

· Jesus wasn’t sweating drops of blood because He was afraid of being slaughtered as God’s sacrificial Lamb.  

· He was in agony because He knew that for just a moment in history, He would be separated from the Father.

It’s what Paul meant when he said, "Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law by becoming the curse for us. He who knew no sin became sin for our sakes." 
· You see, the curse that comes about because of sin, is the curse of being separated from God. 

· As our sacrificial Lamb of God, Jesus took that curse upon Himself… so we would never have to face God’s wrath… but even more than that… so that we can live forever, without an unbroken moment, in perfect fellowship with God.

· And so, the elders and the angels just cry out, "You are worthy… You are worthy… for you were slain." 

2.  So, we’re first told that He is worthy… because He was slain… because He died for us. Then we read, "You are worthy because by Your blood You ransomed people for God." 

· We’re told in Mark 10:45 that "The Lamb is worthy because he gave his life a ransom for many.”
· In John’s day, people were quite familiar with this ransom idea. 

· When somebody became a slave, either through war or crime or poverty, their freedom would be set at a price… a price that was typically too high to offer a slave any hope.

· It was possible that someone could pay their ransom price… but that rarely ever happened.

· So slaves generally lived and died their whole lives long knowing that freedom was just a ransom price away, but knowing they’d never pay it. They’d die slaves. 

How many of you have seen the movie "Schindler’s List"? If not, one of the central figures of the movie is Oscar Schindler who begins to see a whole race of people headed for destruction. 

· As the Nazis begin dragging countless Jews toward their deaths, Schindler realizes that he could use his factory, his money… to buy human lives, to save them from death.

· There’s one scene where he’s got a group of people coming to his factory, but their children, their wives are on another train headed for destruction. 

· Do you remember what happens? He goes to a German officer and pours out a little bag of diamonds and says, "I want to buy those people."
Toward the end of the movie, when the war is over and the concentration camp is finally liberated, the thought hits him of all those lives that were lost, and he just breaks down: "I could have done more. I could have sold this car." 

· He takes off a piece of jewelry, "I could have sold this. I could have bought another life, maybe two. I’d give up everything to buy every life I can."
· The Bible says when you see that, you see something of the heart of God because it was God who declared, "I would give up everything I have to buy every life I can." 

· Paul says in 1 Corinthians 6:20, "For you were bought with a price.”
· Listen to what Peter says, "You know that you were ransomed… not with perishable things like silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without defect or blemish." (1 Peter 1:18)
· The elders and the living creatures see the Lamb who, at the price of his own blood, ransomed us all and all they could do is cry out, "You are worthy." 

And not only did he ransom them, but look down at what it says, "For You were slaughtered and Your blood has ransomed people for God… from every tribe and language and people and nation." 

· No more separation, no more Jew versus Greek, no more black versus white, no more East versus West… but every people and language and tribe and nation…. Worshipping together around His throne….

· Not as slaves or serfs or peasants… but as priests… as a Kingdom of Priests whose passion is to join the chorus of heaven in worship to the Lamb.
3. Then a third thing, and this is real good news.  In verse 5, we read that the Lamb is worthy… because He conquered. 

· "Then the twenty-four elders said to me, Stop weeping! Look, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the heir to David’s throne, has triumphed… He has won the victory.
· He has overcome… but not as one might have expected the Lion of the tribe of Judah… the descendent of Israel’s greatest military leader… to have overcome.

· This Lion showed His power by becoming a Lamb… and it was in being slain, that this sacrificial Lamb of God conquered sin and death. 

· He conquered sin by taking on death itself, even death on a cross. He conquered mortality by raising from the grave. He spit death in the eye. He was a sheep with an attitude.

“Then I saw a Lamb,” we read in verse 6, “looking as if it had been slain.”  You see, the Lion of Judah triumphed by being a Slain Lamb… who gave His own life in exchange for ours so that we could become His people.

· And because He overcame satan, sin, and death… because He triumphed over the enemy, we’re told, in verse 10, that now, we will reign with Him.

· Paul tells us in Romans 8:37 that, “in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.”
· In other words, His victory is our victory… that we can live our lives as conquerors even in the face of our greatest challenges.

· But remember… it wasn’t a slain Lamb that John saw on that throne.  

In fact, according to verse 5 & 6, the Lamb was standing amongst the twenty-four elders in the center of the throne room… sharing power, authority, and deity with God the Father.

· We’re told here that on his head were seven horns, which speak of His being all-powerful (horns are a symbol of power in the Old Testament).
· He also has seven eyes, which refers to the Holy Spirit… proceeding not only from the Father, but from the Messianic Lamb of God.

Then, in verses 12-14, John heard the “songs of thousands and millions of angels around the throne”… singing in a mighty chorus, “Worthy is the Lamb who was slaughtered… to receive power and riches and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and blessing!”  

· Then he heard every creature everywhere singing, “Blessing and honor and glory and power belong to the One sitting on the throne and to the Lamb forever and ever.

· And the four living beings said, “Amen!” And the twenty-four elders fell down and worshipped the Lamb.”
What’s interesting, though, is that, in verse 8 we’re told that when the Lamb had taken the scroll, “the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell before the Lamb, each holding a harp." 

· Now, if the harp isn’t your instrument of choice, then don’t worry…

· What the harp speaks of here is that even the twenty-four elders there in the throne room of heaven lack the words to express the adoration in their hearts for Jesus.

· Just look at their worship: With their words, they’re crying out “Worthy is the Lamb.” With their bodies, they fall prostrate… worshiping God while singing singing songs.

· But what John is trying to say here is that even all of that isn’t enough… that with their hands they’re worshipping Him with instruments.  

· In other words, it is with everything they have that they worship Jesus.

But then we’re told something that totally catches me off guard… that while worshipping God with everything they have… at the same time, they’re holding gold bowls filled with incense. 

· Do you see that there in verse 8… they’re holding golden bowls filled with incense? And, do you see what those golden bowls represent?  

· They represent the prayers of God’s people… the prayers of people like you and me!

· What John is saying, unbelievable as it seems, is that as God’s people… as Kingdom Priests, our worship and prayers are part of that heavenly chorus in heaven.

· In other words, what we do right now, what we offer up to the Lamb in worship and prayer, is as much a part of that cosmic worship as anything else we’ve read about in Revelation 5. 

The Lamb is worthy… He’s worthy because He was slain… He is worthy because by His blood, He ransomed us… He is worthy because He triumphed over satan, sin, and death…

· And because of that… He was able to open that scroll.  Jesus has proven Himself to have the power and authority to guide history toward His own end…

· You may not be able to ask them now… and you wont need to ask them then… but, to the question of “was it worth it?”, what do you think Abraham and Moses and Jeremiah and Mary and John would say?

· They would say that it is all worth it.  To the seven churches suffering in Asia Minor, John wants them to know that, in spite of their suffering and persecution, it is worth it.

To those believers suffering martyrdom in greater numbers today than in any other time in history, John says… it’s worth it.

· For all of us… who wonder if it is worth it… John simply invites us to peer into that heavenly scene… to set our gaze on that perfect Lamb of God.
· You see, at the center of human history stands a Lamb… and because He is worthy… what ever it is I face is worth it.  He is worthy.
· "Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and all that is in them, singing, ‘To the One that is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb, be blessing and honor and glory and might forever and ever.’ And the four living creatures said, ‘Amen.’ And the elders fell down and worshiped." 

Amen

*Thanks to John Ortberg whose sermon, “Worthy to Worship”, provided some of the material for this message.

