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Confirmation, 2007
Text:  Revelation 7:9-17
Theme:  You have washed your robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.
Preached:  April 29, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

I was playing on the slide during recess once when I was in First Grade. It was springtime, and the ground was quite muddy. At the bottom of the slide was a mud puddle that I didn’t realize was there until I landed in it. The back side of my pants got caked with mud and especially down the one pants leg. I was embarrassed. I kept moving in such a way that no one could see me from the back. Now, you’ve got to understand that when you grow up on a cow farm and you’ve got a brown, slimy substance smeared on your pants leg, you’re worried that people are going to assume the worst. I remember trying to hide it with my desk for the rest of the afternoon. But the teacher would have us come up for reading class and sit on chairs in a circle in the front of the room. And I can remember trying to tuck my leg behind the chair leg to try to hide it as best I could.
None of us likes to be embarrassed by the messes we create, and so our sermon text for today has always been a comfort to Christians ever since John got this revelation, this vision, this peek into heaven and got to see this multitude of people dressed in immaculately clean robes. The best part about the Christian faith is that it removes every sinful stain from us and leaves us perfect and holy in God’s sight. 

What John saw that day, when he received the vision, was a huge multitude of people from every nation on earth. They came from every continent and country. He mentions how they spoke every language on earth. They were wearing white robes and in their hands they were waving palm branches. Palm branches were used back in Bible times kind of like we use flags or pennants at athletic contests. And he heard them singing. The song went this way: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” 
In front of them on a throne was seated a Lamb. These white robed people were not the only ones singing the praises of the Lamb. As John looked closer he saw angels also encircling the throne, as well as elders and four mysterious creatures. Earlier in the book of Revelation these creatures are described. They were covered with eyes all over their bodies and had six wings each. The first one was like a lion, the second like an ox, the third had a face like a man, and the fourth was like a flying eagle. In other parts of the Bible these bizarre looking creatures are called cherubim. They are a special kind of angel—the leading angels or archangels.
The elders are also explained earlier in the book of Revelation. John saw 24 of them, and they are the twelve apostles and the twelve leaders of the twelve tribes of Israel. They are the human leaders of God’s Old Testament people and of the New Testament people. These elders and these angels joined together in a song too. When the multitudes in white robes were done singing their song, the angels and the elders and the four living creatures “fell down on their faces, before the throne and worshiped God, saying:

‘Amen!

Praise and glory 

And wisdom and thanks and honor

And power and strength

Be to our God for ever and ever.

Amen!’”

Then one of the elders spoke to John: “These in white robes—who are they, and where did they come from?” John has no idea. He responds, “Sir, you know.” And the elder says, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” 

Now, you’ve got to remember that John lived at a time when the Christian church was being persecuted. Believers were being put to death for their faith. John had probably by this time seen all eleven of his fellow apostles crucified or beheaded or however they were put to death. God was giving him this vision as an extra assurance that eternal life in heaven is real. God was having John write down what he saw so that all the Christians who were still living in the great tribulation on the earth would know that there was a world they were heading for where there would not be any of the bad things that we have to experience in this hostile, sin-filled world. 
That persecution and tribulation which the Christians were facing back in John’s day is why the confirmation promises that you are going to speak in a few minutes are worded the way they are. One of the questions Pastor Carr is going to ask you is, “Do you intend to continue steadfast in this teaching and to endure all things, even death, rather than fall away from it?” That’s what was asked of the early Christians back in John’s day when they became part of the church, “Would you even die rather than deny this faith?” This question was asked because this is what their persecutors would often do to these early Christians:  The Romans believed their emperor to be a god. When they persecuted Christians, they would give them a choice. They would say to them, “Will you offer incense on the altar to the emperor or will you die?” It was a terrible choice for these Christians. If they offered incense on the emperor’s altar, what they were really saying was, “I believe the emperor is a god too. Jesus isn’t the only God.” That’s what their persecutors wanted them to do. They wanted these Christians to compromise their faith. The alternative—death—was so frightening that many caved in and chose to offer the incense to the emperor.
Now, you’re probably saying, “We don’t have to face choices like that today.” It’s true. God has richly blessed Christians with an easy faith life, in which for hundreds of years we have been able to practice our faith without threat of persecution. But you have a long life ahead of you. And with the way the world is going, there are no guarantees that this type of persecution will not return. With the hostility that is growing toward the Christian faith, with the lukewarmness that Christians themselves are showing, with the threat of terrorism, there is no telling when this kind of tribulation is going to return.
And there is a different kind of tribulation that you’re going to face too. It is the ordinary, day-to-day tribulation that is going to come from the three great enemies that you learned about in confirmation class—the devil, the world and your own sinful flesh. This tribulation isn’t just going to start when you get into high school next year. It isn’t going to start when your science teacher tries to convince you to believe in evolution instead of creation. It isn’t going to start the first time someone tries to talk you into taking drugs. It’s going to start when you walk out of those church doors this morning. It’s going to start when the devil says, “Well, that was nice. But you’ve done enough of this church stuff now. You’ve learned everything you need to know about that.” It’s going to start when he says, “You don’t have to be in Pastor Carr’s Teen Bible Class next week.”

The devil loves to see people in white robes. They make good targets for him. You’re going to face tribulation like you’ve never seen in the next few years. And we your parents and leaders would like nothing better than to spare you all this tribulation. We would like to set up a world where you would never get tempted, where you would always have food. We’d like to send you to a school where you always get A’s and set you up in an occupation where you become wealthy and successful. But we know that that kind of thinking is a big mistake too. Because God says that on this earth we must face tribulation. We must undergo hardship. We must be tempted. Otherwise, we never grow up. We can never mature in our faith without persecution. So we, your parents and leaders, let you be tempted. We purposely put you in hard situations, where you are forced to make tough decisions. But we look forward to a time when you will be dressed in white robes in a perfect place. We look forward to a place where you will never hunger, where you will never again thirst, where the sun will not beat upon you, nor any scorching heat. We look forward to and point you to a place where you will have a Shepherd who will lead you to springs of living water, where God will wipe away every tear from your eyes. It’s the hope of heaven that makes a Christian move forward with confidence. 

In the meantime, we have taught you how to keep your robes clean. Baptism was the first time we dressed you in white. As we’ve raised you, we’ve taught you to always go back to your baptism. We’ve taught you to pray every night as you go to sleep, pray that God would once again wash away all the sins that you committed during that day. We’ve prepared you now to receive forgiveness for your sins through the Lord’s Supper that you’ll receive next week and every other Sunday after that. We’ve given you what it takes to keep your robes white. 
Recognize what a gift this is. None of you washed or ironed your robes for today. The ladies of the Altar Guild did that for you. You didn’t have to buy your robes. The church provided them for you. The same is true about the cleansing of your heart. Jesus did that for you. You didn’t contribute to it one bit. If you stay faithful to Him for all the rest of the years of your life, that too will be accomplished by Jesus. So stick close to Him. The angels and the elders and the saints in heaven stay around the throne. They encircle it. They fall down in front of it. Stay close to Jesus’ throne here on earth. Stay around His altar. Worship Him. Study His Word. Use His sacraments regularly. And you will always be dressed in white robes, robes made white by the blood of the Lamb. Amen.

