                       4/08/07 Easter Sunday Sermon:  “The Lamb Now Reigns!”
                      (Texts:  Revelation  7:9-17;  1st Peter  1:17-25;  John 1:29-34)

************************************************************************
     Christ is risen!  He is risen, indeed!  Alleluia!  Today we celebrate Jesus’ victory over death.  However, Jesus’ victory over death is simply the natural result of His victory over our sin which He accomplished by His suffering and death on the cross.  That’s why I’ve said on many occasions:  “Without Good Friday there would be NO Easter Sunday!”
     Of course, the opposite is also true:  “Without Easter Sunday there would be NO Good Friday.”  As the Apostle Paul writes in 1st Corinthians chapter 15:  “…if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins.”  Why does Paul say that?
     Simply put, the resurrection proves that Jesus is God.  However, if Jesus did not rise from the dead, then He was not God.  If Jesus was not God, then His death on the cross means nothing because the Romans crucified thousands of people.  What’s special about just one more crucifixion?

     My friends, what make’s JESUS crucifixion special is that when Jesus was crucified it was GOD who was hanging on that cross.  But why was God hanging on the cross?  Why didn’t Jesus simply wipe out His enemies?  He could have done that with one word!  The reason is that Jesus went to the cross WILLINGLY because that is how He chose to save YOU and ALL PEOPLE from sin.

     Jesus took your sin, my sin, the sin of ALL people and took it to the cross where He was damned in our place.  Jesus was victorious over our sin on the cross.  But the victory doesn’t stop there!  Because Jesus was God, death could not hold Him down.  Jesus conquered death for us as well.
     So, the death and resurrection of Jesus go together.  The death and resurrection of Jesus are part of the same victory.  Scripture teaches that our sin against God is what causes our death.  Jesus suffered for our sin against God on the cross and then conquered our death when He rose from the grave.  Good Friday and Easter Sunday are two sides of the same coin!

     With that understood, I now want to briefly discuss 2 more things in this sermon.  First, I will quickly explain some of the details in our first reading from Revelation chapter 7.  Second, I will then unfold the mystery, which is this:  “The Lamb now reigns!”

     With that said, let’s briefly examine our 1st reading from Revelation chapter 7 printed inside your folded Service insert.  Now, as most members of Concordia know, I’ve been preaching from the Book of Revelation during this past Lenten season.  Revelation is full of symbols and pictures that need to be properly understood if we are going to comprehend the wonderful message of this book.  So, please follow along with me by looking at the 1st reading from Revelation in your bulletin.
     First, John gives us a vision of the Final Day – the Day of Judgment, when Christ returns in power and glory.  John sees a great multitude from every “nation, tribe, people and language.”  This reminds us that there is no place for racism in Christ’s Church.  We are saved by Grace, not race!  Jesus died for ALL sinners who are descendants of the first humans – Adam and Eve, who rejected God “in the beginning” because they believed the devil’s lie, just as we continue to listen to the devil’s lies.  However, when God saves us, we all become one family in Jesus!
     Next, John says that these saved people are standing in front of “the Lamb.”  Who is this “Lamb?”  Well, the Lamb is a symbol for Jesus.  In our Gospel reading John called Jesus “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  In our second reading the Apostle Peter said that Jesus was a “lamb without blemish or defect.”  There are many other “lamb texts” I could quote for you, if I had time.  But why do they call Jesus “the Lamb?”

     Well, if you read the book of Genesis you will see that from the very beginning, after the devil tempted Adam and Eve to reject God, we see that the Lord required His people to offer animal blood sacrifices as pictures of the future Savior who would die to save us from our sins.

     One of the most common sacrificial animals was the lamb.  The lambs had to be male with no defects – both symbols of Jesus.  But these lambs were only the pictures.  The REALITY is found in Jesus, the true “Lamb of God” who takes away the sin of the world by His sacrificial death on the cross.

     John goes on to say that these saved people in front of the Lamb were wearing “white robes.”  These white robes are symbols of how their sin had been washed away by the blood of Jesus.  As John later writes:  “…they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”

     In addition, we’re told that these saved people were all waving palm braches.  This reminds us of Palm Sunday when Jesus entered Jerusalem and the people shouted “Hosanna!” – a Hebrew word that means “Save us!”  No wonder these people sang these words:  “Salvation belongs to our God … and to the Lamb!”
     Next John describes a vision of angels, elders and living creatures.  These are symbolic of all living things that God created.  Angels, humans and animals will all worship God, their Creator.

     Later on in verse 14 one of the elders says that the people in white robes have come out of the “great tribulation.”  Simply put, the “great tribulation” is life in this sinful world.  However, when we believers die we get to depart or “come out of” this evil world and go to be with Christ where we await the resurrection of the body and eternal life in the New Creation that God will give us on the Final Day.

     With that said, the last 3 verses of our reading from Revelation describe eternal life in the New Creation.  We will serve God and bask in His love forever!  No more hunger.  No more thirst.  No more pain.  No more tears.  

     In fact, John writes more about this New Creation in Revelation chapter 21.  Listen:  “And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them … He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.  There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.’”

     Now we’re ready to conclude the sermon by considering the mystery:  “The Lamb now reigns!”  The Bible says that our crucified and risen Jesus is victorious over sin, death and the devil.  But this is truly a mystery.  Why?  The reason is that sin, death and the devil all seem to be alive and well!
     Consider SIN.  All over the world and right here in Jamestown there are people who care nothing about God or His Word.  They have nothing to do with Church.  They live lives of unrepentant sin – hurting themselves and many people in the process.  

     However, there are also others who seem to be nice people.  They go to Church and do good things in the community.  But sadly they, too, are lost because they either deny the sin that is also in their lives or they think they can overcome sin by themselves by doing a few good works.  Such people fail to realize that our ONLY hope of salvation is faith in Jesus’ good works for us.  Therefore, those who fail to trust in Christ – no matter how good they think they are – are enslaved by their sin and have no hope.

     But then there’s us Christians.  The Holy Spirit has worked through God’s Word to convict us of our sin and give us faith in Jesus.  Therefore, we repent of our sins and trust in Jesus for salvation.  With God’s help, we strive to live as His people.  

     However, if we’re honest, even we Christians must admit that we struggle with sin every day.  No matter how hard we try, we rebel against God every day by our desires, thoughts, words and deeds.  If Jesus is victorious over sin, why is there such a struggle with sin in our lives?

     Next, consider DEATH.  In spite of all our advances in medical science and all our attempts at living a healthy life, the death rate remains the same for all people:  100% !!  Every week we there are obituaries in the newspaper – and one day, sooner or later, your name and picture will be there.  People die for a multitude of reasons, but the fact is that we all must face death because of our sin against God.

     Finally, consider the DEVIL.  The Bible says our real battle is against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.  The Islamic terrorists whom we CAN see are nothing compared to the devil and his demons whom we CAN’T see – and these evil foes want to terrorize us for all eternity!

     The Bible says that the devil is prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.  The devil “devours” us by getting us to feel comfortable about our sin and tempting us to see no need for Jesus or His Word.  Sadly, the devil is devouring a lot of people lately – and they don’t even realize the horrible fate that is happening to them!
     So, with that said, how can we celebrate the fact that the Lamb now reigns?  How can we celebrate the victory of Easter when sin, death and the devil seem stronger than ever?  The answer is that we live by faith in God’s Word and not by sinful sight.  You see, the victory HAS been won.  However, the victory is hidden to unbelieving eyes.  Only the eyes of faith can see the Truth revealed in God’s Word.

     First, the Lamb now reigns in victory over your sin.  Sadly, those who cling to their sin and reject Jesus have no hope.  That’s why we must continue to speak God’s Word to them!  You see, you are saved because the Holy Spirit used God’s Word to convict you of sin and bring you to faith in Jesus.  Because you repent of your sin and trust in Jesus, you are no longer condemned by your sin!

     Even though you continue to struggle with your sinful nature every day, just as I do, the Good News is that Jesus’ shed blood washes away the guilt of your sin and clothes you in a white robe.  On the day of resurrection God will give you a new body that is without sin.  But until that day you are covered with Jesus’ perfect holiness.  Jesus has conquered your sin.  The Lamb now reigns!

     In addition, the Lamb now reigns in victory over death.  You see, just as Jesus died but then rose from the grave, you who trust in Him can face death in the certain hope of the resurrection and eternal life with God. 

     Sadly, those who die without faith in Christ have no hope.  That’s why God wants us to witness to those who don’t yet trust in Jesus.  But you who DO trust in Jesus do not have to fear death.  Listen to what Paul writes at the end of 1st Corinthians chapter 15:  “Death has been swallowed up in victory … Thanks be to God!  He has given us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.”

     Finally, the Lamb now reigns in victory over the devil.  The devil can’t hurt those who trust in Jesus.  Sadly, those who think they can get by without Jesus will be devoured by the devil for all eternity.  But if you trust in Christ, you do not have to fear the evil one.
     My Christian friends, the devil can’t pry you out of Christ’s hands.  The same Jesus who died for your sins and conquered death for you will also keep you safe from the devil.  On the Final Day the devil and all who belong to him will be cast into the lake of fire.  But until that Final Day of the devil’s doom, we are safe in Jesus – the Lamb who now reigns!

     Christ is risen!  He’s risen, indeed!  Alleluia!  The Lamb was SLAIN for you.  The now REIGNS for you!  In closing, I want to share with you these words of the Apostle Paul from the end of 1st Corinthians chapter 15:  “Therefore, my dear brothers [and sisters], stand firm.  Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.”  Amen!
