“The Last Word on Prayer”         Revelation 8: 1-5         “Reversed Thunder”       July 17, 2011
If you have been reading Revelation with us in this series, you know by now that there is an awful lot of things going on in these visions.  Last week we talked about how John was given just a glimpse of heaven while he was isolated on the island of Patmos.  In Revelation 8 and 9, John continues to describe the judgments that happen when the trumpets of God are sounded!  As we read, a third of just about everyone left and everything left are killed or destroyed in the process of the first four trumpet sounds alone.  And, of the seven earthquakes found in Revelation, three of them are here between chapters 8 and 11.
There are some other significant consistent images found here, such as the prophetic judgments from the Old Testament prophets, which are reproduced together here.  The sounding of trumpets, which has a long history in the scriptures, is given a significance here that exceeds both the history of Israel and even the church itself.  The trumpets always indicate an important proclamation in God’s word!
When reading Revelation, sometimes I have to think, Wow!  Is  all of this actually in my Bible?!

Today, instead of trying to take apart each mysterious and widely interpreted piece of John’s vision in chapters 8 and 9, let’s look closely at what happens in our scripture reading.  Right at the beginning of chapter 8 are 5 verses that I think have a lesson for all of us!  As soon as the Lamb opens the seventh seal, what happens?  Nothing!  Silence…there is silence in heaven for about half an hour!  

What is up with this silence?  What is going on here?  Have you ever been silent for 30 minutes?  I sometimes have trouble keeping quiet for 3 minutes, let alone, 30 minutes!  I heard a story of a young theologian (male) that interpreted this passage of Scripture as meaning there will be no women in heaven.  Now I have to say I do not believe as this young man.  I say this because it is maybe harder for me to be silent as it is for any of the women in my household!
Anyway, when he opens the seventh seal, heaven is completely silent for half an hour.  Now, I am certain that you all have heard about the “calm before the storm”  right?  Dr. J. Vernon McGee, says that this silence marks the transition from grace to judgment.  We know that God has always been a gracious God offering salvation to all who will receive it through Jesus Christ.  However, Jesus, the gentle Lamb, does appear ready to stand in judgment of the world.

But, look closer at what is actually going on here during this silence and right afterwards.  As the seven angels stand with trumpets, another angel appears with something else, a censer!  What in heaven, is a censer?  A censer is any type of vessel that is made for burning incense.  They can be a small bowl or pot, and we are told that the angel holds a golden censer.  
So, this angel is then given much incense to be added to what?  The prayers of all the saints.  And, verse 4 says that the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, went up before God out of the angel’s hand.  It is almost as if, as soon as the Lamb opened the seventh seal, God said to all of heaven,    “Shhhhh!  Quiet!”  Stop the words of worship from the living creatures, no more shouts of “Worthy” from the 24 elders, quiet that singing songs of praise and adoration from the angel choir.  God calls for complete silence as He listens to the prayers of His people!  Think about that for a moment… heaven is quiet so that your and my prayers can be heard!  How important do you think your prayers are to God?  Just the fact that prayers of the saints come before this entire trumpet judgment section tells us that these prayers make all the difference in heaven’s response to earth’s situation.
That is the first lesson packed into these 5 short verses in Revelation 8:  All of our prayers are heard by God!

Even in the early church, while persecuted, they offered their prayers because they knew God was listening!  Eugene Peterson, says in his book, Reversed Thunder, “While conflicts raged between good and evil, prayers went up from devout bands of 1st century Christians all over the Roman empire.  Massive engines of persecution and scorn were ranged against them.  They had neither weapons nor votes.  They had little money and no prestige.”  But, they did have prayer.  And that prayer helped shape the course of history.  Their power and strength was in their prayers.  And, the early Church did not take that for granted.  Prayer was not a special time of day they set aside; it was their life!  I can imagine that, like us, there were days that they wondered if their prayers were being heard.  Days when it probably seemed as if there was just something preventing their prayers from breaking through to God.  Do you ever have days like that?  I do!  And, yet, they continued to pray…why?  Because they knew that every one of those prayers was heard by God in heaven!
Which brings me to the second lesson that is contained in this short passage…  Our world is shaken and changed daily by prayers.  Whenever God’s people pray, things happen!  Peterson titled his book, “Reversed Thunder” because these prayers that ascend to God, are just like Thunder in heaven.  When we see and hear lighning and thunder, it gets our attention.  When we pray to God, as His people, it gets His attention and He puts into action the answers.  The angel in the vision, mixed the prayers of the Christians with incense and combined them with fire, which is God’s Spirit from the altar.  Then, the angel put it all in the censer and threw it all over heaven.  Reversed Thunder…the censer, eventually lands on earth and our earth is shaken.

Over and over, we are told in God’s word to pray.  If Revelation 8 teaches us anything at all, it should teach us that we need to be a praying people.  It also should teach us that our prayers matter to God and they all have an affect on what happens in this world.  
John Maxwell writes in his book, Partners in Prayer;

"In the summer of 1876, grasshoppers nearly destroyed the crops in Minnesota. SO in the spring of 1877, farmers were worried. They believed that the dreadful plague would once again visit them and again destroy the rich wheat crop, bringing ruin to thousands of people.

The situation was so serious that Governor John S. Pillsbury proclaimed April 26 as a day of prayer and fasting He urged every man, woman and child to ask God to prevent the terrible scourge. On that April day all schools, shops, stores and offices were closed. There was a reverent, quite hush over all the state.

The next day dawned bright and clear. Temperature soared to what they ordinary were in midsummer, which was very unusual for April. Minnesotans were devastated as they discovered billions of grasshopper larvae wiggling to life. For 3 days the unusual heat persisted, and the larvae hatched. It appeared that it wouldn’t be long before they started feeding and destroying the wheat crop.

On the fourth day, however the temperature suddenly dropped, and that night frost, covered the entire state. Result - it killed every one of those creeping, crawling pests as surely as if poison or fire had been used, It went down in the history of Minnesota as the day God answered the prayers of the people." 


That is an awesome story! But understand, it was NOT the first and certainly was NOT the last time that Almighty God answered the prayers of his people.

Have you ever noticed that in the gospel of Matthew, as part of his sermon on the mount, Jesus tells his disciples specifically how to pray?  Now, Jesus was addressing some wrong ways of public praying, but, he does not give an any kind of analogy, or parable, or symbol.  No, he is very direct and quick to encourage persistent prayer and specific prayer to the Father in heaven.  Why?  Because Jesus knew the importance of prayer and knew that His Father in heaven wants to hear our prayers and chooses to answer them.

The last lesson packed into these verses in Revelation 8, is that our prayers are first mixed with incense by the angels and then presented to God on the altar!  You see, God wants all of our prayers…not just the pleasant ones, not just the ones with the proper words, and not just the ones we pray whenever we are in the right mood!  Our creator, loves us so much that He gave us his Son both to cover our sins and to be our mediator.  What that angel was doing was making all of those prayers of God’s people, pleasant and fragrant before God.  The incense did not change the words, did not re-create the original prayer, and did not make those prayers all the same!  No, what the incense did was make those prayers pleasing to God by uniting the prayer with Jesus Christ.
Wow!  That is a big thought!  Let’s try to explain this more clearly…not perfectly, but more clearly because there is a certain mystery to , God’s responding to our prayers.  Two of my favorite professors in seminary, were Dr. Charles Partee and Dr. Andrew Purves.  Together, they wrote a book in 2000, called, “Encountering God,”  Christian Faith in Turbulent times… I strongly recommend it to you.  In that book, these scholars remind us that in our Reformed theology, prayer is understood in terms of our Triune God.  Prayer originates in faith, which is the gift of the Holy Spirit.  “Prayer is possible because the faithful are united with the Holy Son, Jesus Christ, and prayer is certain because believers approach the Holy Father.”

Friends, what this means is that since our salvation depends on our union with Christ, Christ’s prayers for us are unceasing!  Therefore, whenever we pray, we call on the name of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord, and those prayers unite us with him, just like the angel united those prayers with incense before offering them directly to God.  Our prayers become a pleasing and fragrant offering to God through Jesus Christ.
This means for us that no matter how clumsy, awkward, angry, frustrated, sad, or weak, we think our words of prayer are, they are acceptable and pleasing to God.  So, let those prayers rip!  Speak to God, question God, petition God, thank God, demand of God, and shout to God because the love of Christ has freed us to share our feelings with the only One who can answer us!  AMEN                                                                                                  Pastor Jim Kirk, Assoc. Pastor
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