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Easter 6, 2010
Preached:  May 9, 2010
Revelation 3:14-22
Do you see yourself clearly—the way God sees you?
1. Wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked
2. But provided with gold, clean clothes and medicine from God
A few years ago my glasses broke right before the weekend—split right down the middle in such a way that there was no way to patch them together. My optometrist wasn’t open until Monday. So I said I’m just going to have to go without them for the weekend. My problem is that, although I can see things close up, everything in the distance is a blur. I could read everything just fine for the service that Sunday. But when I stood up at the altar to bless you, I could not make out one clear face in the whole congregation. That Saturday I had to drive to Vacaville for a church conference. As I was driving through the fields on the way there, I saw out in the fields something that looked like one of those big tractors with the huge wheels. I could tell it was a tractor, but it looked to me like it had grown up in weeds. It wasn’t just that it looked fuzzy to me. It seemed to have sprouts growing all over it. And I thought, “I’ll bet the farmer got stuck in the mud there and couldn’t get the tractor out, and he just left it there—left it grow up in weeds.” When I got to the church in Vacaville, I said to someone, “Boy, we must be having a wet spring. I saw a tractor abandoned out in the middle of the field, and it was already grown up in weeds.” He said, “No, that wasn’t a real tractor. That was a tractor built out of those big round bales. Someone built as part of an advertisement or a work of art or something.”
Things aren’t always as they seem, are they? God has some very startling things to say to a congregation in today’s sermon text—startling things about how they think they look, startling things about how they really look to God. Today’s Second Lesson comes from the book of Revelation. It’s part of that vision that God gave to the apostle John one Sunday as he sat imprisoned on the Island of Patmos. Jesus appeared to John one day in all His glory, and Jesus told John to write seven letters to the seven Christian congregation that were in that area at that time. This is the seventh letter, to a congregation in a town called Laodicea. The members of the congregation evidently thought they were OK. They were doin’ fine. No worries. Not a care in the world. But God addresses them in the letter, and He dresses them down. He tells them what they’re really like. And the description isn’t pretty. 
“I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth.” You know how lukewarm things don’t taste very good. If your dinner gets cold, it loses its taste, and you don’t even want to finish it. Evidently back in Bible times they especially did not like lukewarm food or water. And once they tasted it they would spit it back out. God is saying about the members of the congregation in Laodicea that they were not excited about spiritual things. They were lukewarm about God and the things of God. He says it would have been better if they were hot about Him or even cold—have no interest in God. Being lukewarm in the faith is dangerous, because you think you’re alright, but all the while the devil is leading you down the path to hell. It’s a pretty harsh thing that God says here. “Because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth.” What is He saying?  He’s saying, “I’m going to get rid of you!”

“You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.” Laodicea was a rich town back in Bible times. They even had a mint there. Do you know what a mint is? That’s where they make coins. So the people thought, “We’re well off. We don’t need anything.” Sound familiar? How many of us don’t think, “Well, I know the economy is bad. But I’m doing pretty well. I still have my job. I’m managing to pay the bills. I’m living just as well as I was before.” Thinking “I’m OK” is just across the border from “I don’t need God.” 
“You do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see.” Another thing that Laodicea was well known for in those days was that they had invented a special kind of salve that doctors would put on people’s eyes when they had certain eye ailments. Oh, these people thought they had everything covered. They were known for producing clothes—especially the expensive types of cloth. Why, they even had healthcare covered—what with their eye salve and all! Sound familiar? Isn’t America a place where we talk like we’ve got everything figured out? “Our science and our technology are second to none in the world. We’re self-sufficient. We don’t need God.” God says to us today too:  “You’re wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. You don’t see your failings, do you? You don’t see your sins. You think you can take care of yourself. But the truth is you need me for every breath you take.”
Jesus says to them, “I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire.” Does that phrase, “gold refined in the fire,” ring any bells with you? On Easter we learned about it in the Apostle Peter’s first letter. Gold is how the Bible describes faith. Faith is often tested by God. It’s put in the fire. It’s refined to see whether it is true gold or only fool’s gold. A little later in the letter Jesus says, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline.” God is tough on those who believe in Him. He knows that only if they are tested in the fires of trouble and pain and difficulty do they become strong and pure.
“And [I will give you] white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness.” Remember the white robes the 8th graders were wearing the last two Sundays? Do you remember why we wear such clothes on confirmation and at our baptisms and why the pastors wear them every Sunday? To remind us of the white robe of Jesus’ righteousness that He covers us when He gives us faith and covers over our terrible sin-stained flesh.

What beautiful pictures of faith Jesus sets before us in this letter. “And [I will give you] salve to put on your eyes, so you can see.” The Bible is filled with this picture too of how we are born blind. We are unable to see the things of God until the Holy Spirit works faith in our hearts. Then we are able see what really matters. The people of Laodicea did not have everything they needed—no more than we do who live in 2010. We think we have everything figured out, and then everything starts unraveling on us like I understand it did in the stock market again this week. 

God calls us to repentance today. He says, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent.” Confess what you’re really like. Be honest. Don’t keep putting up a front. Because when God gets us to see what we are really like, He is right there with His mighty arms to pick us up again. We can’t see Him, but it is like He is right on the other side of a door. When He gets us to admit our predicament, the door swings open, and He comes in and sits down with us. He eats and drinks with us, He says. That means He’s right there with us. He lives with us. He does all ordinary things of our day with us. The meal prayer, “Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest,” is not just empty words anymore. When we sit down at our tables, we know that Jesus is right there with us, enjoying our conversation and company. 
Spiritual things are invisible. But they are very real. Without the spiritual blessings that Jesus gives, people cannot really enjoy the material things of the world that they can see and feel and touch. How many people with all the toys and morsels that our society offers, don’t end up in depression and loneliness and misery? Without the insights that God’s Word gives, we cannot really see ourselves objectively, honestly.
There’s an old poem that most of us study in high school English. It’s called “To a Louse.” It’s a humorous poem. You know what a louse is, right? It’s a little worm that likes to get in people’s hair. People hate them. They were very common in previous generations. Most of us have become such neat freaks that we never even worry about them anymore. But it’s why we wash our hair so much and why shampoo sells so well. The poem pictures a beautiful girl who’s all dressed up, has a beautiful bonnet on her head. She thinks all the guys are looking at her. And she waves and blinks her eyes at them. But what she doesn’t realize is:  At the top of her bonnet is scurvy old louse squirming around. And everybody can see it but her. And the poet, who speaks in the Scottish dialect, says in the last verse,

O wad some Power the giftie gie us 
To see oursels as ithers see us!
I guess in modern English it would go something like this:

If only God the power would give us

To see ourselves as others see us.

So often we are the last ones to realize what we look like. And God, who sees all things, certainly knows what we look like. So take it to heart today—what He says about you and me. And don’t be afraid to admit it. Because when you do, He makes you into the most beautiful, the most spiritually mature person. On the sinner who admits his sin, God looks down with a smile. Because what He sees is not us, but Jesus hovering over us. Through faith in Jesus, Jesus’ perfect goodness hangs over us. And God says, “This is my child, whom I love. With this one I am well pleased.” That’s what God sees. Amen.

