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“The Last Word on Evil”          Revelation 6 and 7     “Reversed Thunder”              July 10, 2011
Eugene Peterson

What in the world is going on?

Evil has puzzled us since even before John’s exile on the island of Patmos, where he wrote the book of Revelation.  How could there be evil in this world if Jesus Christ has already come to redeem this world.  If the good news of the gospel is God’s love for the world, why do people suffer?  Today, we hear questions like, Why do bad things happen to good people?
It seemed to the early Christian church, just as it seems to us, that the world continues to get worse, instead of better.  Eugene Peterson states that these early church followers must have asked themselves “why are  Roman armies so much in evidence?  The gospel declared God’s love for the world; Roman decrees put the people who believed it in prisons and on crosses.”  Our faith has taught us that Christ lived, suffered, died and rose again for each one of us.  So, what is going on in this world and when will God’s kingdom finally come?

Even though we ask these questions again and again, seeking an answer to explain the evil in our world,

the definitive last word on evil comes directly from God through Jesus Christ.  But, as anxious as all people have been for this answer, John does not give an immediate response to the presence of evil.  No, instead, he first presents the victorious Jesus Christ, then, the pressing needs of the Church, and then, the triumphant worship shown to him by God.  We have reviewed all of these visions from Revelation chapters 1 through 5.  Finally and patiently, John turns to the presence of evil throughout history, as preached to him by God through Jesus Christ.
Last week, we read that in the midst of this great act of worship, John had wept because he had seen that there was no one who could open the scroll and proclaim God’s word.  Jesus Christ, then came forward, as the Lamb, to unseal the scroll and preach to John.  God continues to reveal His word through Jesus Christ, even today.  Peterson points out that there is an unmistakeable connection between what goes on in worship and what goes on in history.  Jesus Christ provides this connection.  In fact, Christ presents it to us by unsealing the scroll for John in Revelation.  
Does it seem to you like something is wrong with this world?  There are all kinds of evil around us.  All we need to do is read the newspaper or watch television to see them.  The book of Revelation categorizes the forms of evil in this world.  They are represented by three horsemen:  a red horse representing warfare, a black horse representing famine, and a pale horse representing sickness.  Peterson explains that not only are these evils common in our world, but, each is also disguised so that we culturally accept them as normal.  So why do people say, all is right with the world!  Have you heard the phrase, “All is right with the world?”  Usually, this statement is made whenever things seem to be going just right… health, family, friends, career, and everything else just seems to be rolling  along … and people will say,  “All is right with the world!  That phrase actually was written in a poem by Robert Browning…  listen to the section that contains this phrase:  

The year's at the spring,

And day's at the morn;

Morning's at seven;

The hill-side's dew-pearled;

The lark's on the wing;

The snail's on the thorn;

God's in his Heaven—

All's right with the world!

How can all possibly be right with the world, given all the evils we experience?  Evil has been present since Adam and Eve, and yet, we still seek an answer to that question.  Friends, the answer is implied by the last two lines of that poem…God’s in his heaven…All’s right with the world!  So, the question for us becomes Do God’s love and redemption work in this history in which you and I live?  Are war and famine and sickness the controlling realities of this life or is there something better?  I suggest to you that all the evil in this world is finite and the battle has already been won!  All is definitely right with the world!

There is a quote by St. Augustine that definitely applies to us in the 21st century.  Augustine was a 4th century philosopher and theologian who eventually studied scripture and converted to Christianity after a lifetime outside of the church.  Augustine wrote and preached, the following, which might help us in thinking about the evils of the past, present, and future:  
Trust the past to God’s mercy, the present to God’s love and the future to God’s providence.
— Augustine

In Revelation 6 and 7, there is a 7-point sermon, which proclaims God’s meaning of history, so that collectively, they present the good news of Jesus Christ for all of us.  Jesus Christ is the only one able to open these seven seals.  I am not going to keep you for all seven of these points…but, I will recommend to you that you read Revelation 6 and 7 so as to understand how John’s vision helps us to explain our past, present , and future!  You see, the Revelation of John is a brilliant book of the bible!  We have already seen how the letters to the seven churches affect both them in the first century, and the church throughout history to the end of the church age.
You will hear and read differing interpretations of Revelation and I think that is because it applies to all of human history, our present lives, and to our future life…in short, it is the last word given to us!

Now, in chapter 7, we see that John says, “after this,” which could mean either after the seals have been opened, or after John saw this vision.  Now, an elder asks John who these multitude are that represent every nation.  You would think that John would have recognized them if they were the church, or Old Testament saints…right?  But, he did not recognize them.  No, these are Gentiles who are coming to Christ during and out of the Great Tribulation.  Now those of every nation, tribe, language, etc are in heaven praising God because of their salvation!  This is not only one of the most hopeful passages of Scripture, but, it helps give us the last word on Evil.  So, how exactly are we to apply this last, hopeful word to our lives?
Isn’t it true that the limitations of our present lives are hard for us to accept?  None of us are in total control of our psychological self, our spiritual self, or the circumstances around us.  
Our feelings so often dictate our actions.  Don’t we kind of feel our way through a situation and then justify our actions?  We are affected by sin, sometimes so subtle that we do not even realize it.  
And, it is even similar in our spiritual lives.  We often want to know God and to serve him, but, there are times when He seems so distant from us and beyond our reach.  So, as we try to live for Him we find ourselves compromised beyond our own recognition.  Sometimes, our lives just seem so dry, even though we thirst for God’s presence!
The circumstances of life are similarly out of our control.  In the midst of life’s daily grind, we cannot help but to often feel lost and alone.  We fill up with fears and worries.  So, if we look at life and the evils around us, it is hard indeed to accept such overwhelming limitations of this world.  Against these limitations of our present moment, stands the reality of the age to come, which is powerfully presented in the passage we read today.
We truly do live in the middle of time!  And, both the past and present do sometimes overwhelm us!

Think with me, for one moment how our world of evil might look to God…  

I read recently this story about how our world looks to God…  One day God was looking down at Earth and saw all of the evil that was going on. He decided to send an angel down to Earth to check it out. 
So he called one of His best angels and sent the angel to Earth for a time. 
When the angel returned she told God, yes it is bad on Earth, 95% is bad and 5% is good. Well, God thought for a moment and said "Maybe I had better send down a second angel, to get another point of view." 
So God called another angel and sent her to Earth for a time too.
When the angel returned she went to God and told Him yes, the Earth was in decline, 95% was bad and 5% was good. God said this was not good. 

So He decided to E-mail the 5% that were good. He wanted to encourage them..............give them a little something to help them keep going.

Do you know what that E-mail said?   * * * * * * * * *   You didn’t get one either, huh? 

Even though you and I did not get the email, we have something much better.  That is the promise of God given to us through his son, Jesus Christ.  And, in the book of Revelation, John gives us a glimpse of time as it will be, which he also gave as a word of encouragement to a community of Christians who were living in the middle of time…just like us!  Those people had heard the good news of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, yes, and they were trying hard to learn, speak, and live the language of the Kingdom of God.  But, it was costly, and they had also been reading the papers and watching the news, and noticing all of the evil in their world!  Sound like us?  
So, John, in his writing, gave them a gift…he pulled back the curtain and showed them a glimpse of heaven!  He was able to show them that their vision of history was obscured by the evil of the world and that there was a party going on in heaven.  People, who, like themselves had endured their earthly life of living in the middle of time, and now were praising and glorifying God forever!

On the coasts of both Scotland and Ireland, the local people refer to holy places as “thin places.”  These are found on mountaintops, coastal plains, and islands.  They call them “thin places,” not because of the altitude or atmospheric conditions, but, because of the closeness of God.  In the Celtic tradition such places that give us an opening into the magnificence and wonder of God’s Presence are called “Thin Places.” There is a Celtic saying that heaven and earth are only three feet apart, but in the thin places that distance is even smaller.  

 A thin place is where the veil that separates heaven and earth is lifted and one is able to receive a glimpse of the glory of God.  John, certainly was someone who frequented the thin places of the ancient world.  As we have seen, his writings in Revelation are full of mystery and wonder that comes from glimpses of things that are too holy to be contained by words.  When John lifts up the veil and gives us this glimpse of heaven, we see that Jesus Christ, the Lamb, has the last word on all evil.  We see that Christians will be eternally alive and praising and worshipping God.  That is the last word on evil.  You see, evil really is contained between earth and heaven by Christ and God.  It is finite and that battle is already won!
Do you have any “thin places”  in your own life?  Those places where the veil between heaven and earth seems very very thin, places where you sense that you are standing on holy ground?  For me, one of those places was where we spent our family vacation just a week ago!  This is a place where we have gone many times with family and friends, up into the mountains of Central PA.  This thin place is away from traffic noise and a lot of the other noises of home.  A place where you can look up at night and see every star in the sky very clearly and watch lots of God’s creatures walk through the woods.  It is about a 4 hour drive from home, with stops!
But, I also know that we don’t have to travel far to find these thin places.  In fact, there are times in worship when I feel like I am standing on holy ground and the veil between heaven and earth gets very thin.  In the book of Revelation, John has tried to describe that thin place where he was given a glimpse of heaven.  Yes, John was shown a glimpse of heaven in one of those thin places, by the power of the holy Spirit.  So, if we are to experience this thin place, as holy ground, we need both God’s word in Revelation and the power of the Holy Spirit.  And, it will definitely strengthen us for this journey, no matter what evils are present!
Eugene Peterson sums up the last word on evil like this:  Evil is not minimized, but it is put in its place, bracketed between Christ and prayer.  Evil is not explained in scripture, but it is surrounded.  Friends, God’s word tells us to admit evil and do not fear it – for “he who is in you is greater than he who is in the world, (1John4: 4).”  The battle has been won by God through his son, Jesus Christ.  We can live each day in this world, in spite of evil, because of Christ living inside of each one of us.

But, friends, we do definitely need God’s help! 

Paul Harvey tells the story of an 8 year old boy leading His Sunday School Class in prayer. 

“God bless our mothers and father and our teachers and our brothers and sisters - and please God take care of yourself; if anything happens to you, we’re stuck.”

Wherever we find ourselves, whatever we are doing, if we remain open to God’s Holy Spirit, we may find ourselves transported to a place where the boundaries between this world and heaven just fade away.  In that place, we will find a unity with God and know that Jesus Christ has overcome the evils around us.  That is the last word from God!  Amen
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