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Theme: What a Love!
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In November 1940, the city of Coventry England was bombed by the Nazis. The town was destroyed, and the centuries-old cathedral took two direct hits and was reduced to rubble. In the aftermath of the war, the church made an interesting decision. They left the ruins of their cathedral in place. They cleaned up the debris, but they didn’t tear down the stones that remained standing. They left the broken walls in place and then built their church right next door. When they built the new cathedral, they installed a huge glass wall. Etched into that glass are large figures, four feet wide and ten feet tall—images of saints and angels rejoicing in heaven. Why a wall of clear glass? Because outside that wall stand the remaining ruins of the old cathedral. As you look through the glass, you see what remains of the bombed-out church. Those ruins are a clear picture and constant reminder of the broken world in which they live. But to see those ruins, they need to look through the glass etched with those images of saints and angels. You cannot see the rubble except through the joy of heaven. This is what we do on this All Saints day; we as saints on earth remember those who have gone into heaven before us, who have already endured life in this world, and now enjoy the eternal life that is theirs in Jesus—the same reality we have and look forward to. And it’s all because of one incredible thing: God’s love.

In his sermon on the mount, Jesus shares with us the reality of Christian life in a sinful world. We love the idea of home being where our family and friends are. But home for the Christian—home for the person saved by the blood of Jesus Christ is where Christ is. Which means, the Christian, you and I, are going to spend a lifetime waiting to go home; waiting to be in the presence of our God and Savior. That’s the home we wait to see. But we have to recognize what that life is gonna be. The life of a Christian living as far away from home as we do, is not glamorous. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. Blessed are all these people: the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the gentle, those hungry for righteousness, the merciful, pure in heart, peacemakers, those who are persecuted because of righteousness. We talked about it last week, we see it again right here; the world’s idea of a “good life” is lofty at best, but in reality, fraudulent. I talked with another pastor at conference this last week about consumerism; American culture is running on consumerism, and it’s built on comparison. It’s a terrifying cycle. We watch the news and scroll through social media to see the snippets of peoples’ lives so that our brains immediately jump to the conclusion that 95% of people have a significantly “better life” than I do. What happens, the ads pour in, the vacation getaways start popping up in our inboxes, and we look for all the “good stuff” that can cover up the difficult stuff. So many things that are sold and purchased today are to counteract this list of realities that Jesus gives us. Life as a saint this side of heaven isn’t going to be paradise because paradise cannot exist while sin exists. 

That’s the reality we live in. It’s been the reality for a long time. Go back to the garden of Eden: Adam and Eve fell into sin and God promised their lives on earth would be difficult. Adam was gonna break his back working the ground. Eve was gonna experience incredible pain in childbearing. The two of them were gonna come to find that relationships between sinful people are hard! And ultimately, they would die. That’s what brings us to a Sunday like today. In fact, since the church was young, this has been an annual recognition—we recognize those who have fallen asleep in Christ. We remember the faith with which they lived and the salvation that was theirs in Christ Jesus. It was in the 8th century that the pope designated November 1 as the day when we would celebrate these Saints. Not because they were great people; not because they lived spectacular lives, but because through the thick and thin of life on earth, God held them close to himself by his grace. We’re about to recognize that reality for five of our members who have passed away in the last year. God held onto them in his grace.

John got to see a glimpse of that glorious reality in the revelation God gave him. These are the ones who are coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. Do you see the connection of what Jesus said and what John saw? The saints in heaven are not there because they endured life's difficulties. They are there because Jesus endured the cross for them. The Savior who carried them through their earthly struggles has carried them safely home.Who are they? What do they look like? They are the saints, from every part of the world, those who have been washed clean in the blood of the lamb, in the blood of Jesus. This is what God has prepared for them; eternal life with himself. Do you see how good God is? What love it would take to watch your creation, every single person, succumb to the sinful hearts within their chests. To have to break it to your new creation that life is going to be rough, tough, and difficult to deal with. But then to make a promise to creation that its sin would be cleansed in the blood of God himself. That God would come into his creation and lay his life down in place for sinners; the sacrifice for sinners; to win the salvation of sinners. There is no greater love than this. Not only did God promise to send our Savior, he did. Not only does God promise that because Jesus has saved us from our sin that we will live eternally, he shows us that eternity right now in His Word. Not only does he promise to be our strength, our security, and our comfort, that’s exactly what he is right now. And that’s where John’s letter comes into play. 

See the kind of love the Father has given us that we should be called children of God, and that is what we are! The world does not know us, because it did not know him. Dear friends, we are children of God now, but what we will be has not yet been revealed. We know that when he is revealed we will be like him, and we will see him as he really is. Everyone who has this hope purifies himself just as Jesus is pure. There are two things that are particularly powerful for God’s people. And they’re both in these short verses from John. Because God sacrificed his Son for the sins of the world and raised him victorious over death, God connects you to himself by baptizing you in his name, in the name of Jesus Christ, in the name of the Holy Spirit. On your baptism day, God made you His own child. What an incredible love. We’re talking about a love that would cause God to pardon billions and billions of sinful people; enemies of God. It would be a tremendous act of love to pardon the sins of the world and stop there, but he doesn’t. He goes on to take those who were his enemies, those he has cleansed through the blood of his Son, and make them his own children. That’s what God does in baptism. He loved you enough to write his name on your head and your heart. He loved you enough to give you all of himself and life forever with him. Five members of this church have passed away in the last 5 months, and there were five groups of family and friends who were reminded of the day God made their loved one his own child. Remember that love; what a love God has for us that he would make us his own children. 

But he doesn’t stop there; we are children of God now, but what we will be has not yet been revealed. I don’t think I’m telling you anything new, but we’re not in heaven yet. You still grow older every day. You’ve gotta go to work or school or doctor appointments. You deal with aches and pains, bumps and bruises. Family and friendships take incredible work to maintain. And each of us comes closer to the day we’re going to fall asleep in Christ. God gives us a glimpse—he opens that heavenly curtain for John to see and share the throne room of heaven. But he also gives us other saints to look to and watch. It’s incredibly powerful to watch a Christian cling to the cross of Christ as they near the end of their life. That’s God’s grace both to that person and to the people close to them. When we watch that loved one hold onto their Savior as they fall asleep in death we watch the grace of God fulfilled for them because we know as they close their eyes to us, they open their eyes to heaven. Sure, we don’t get to see it right now. But wow is it a joy to think about those saints who are there. Saints we knew; Saints who faced all the same struggles and difficulties of this sinful life. Saints in whose steps we follow. Saints who had the very hope that we have right now. The hope of eternal life with Jesus is not a wishful thinking kind of hope. Hope is the certainty we have knowing that Christ died for our sins and rose from the dead. Which means our sins have been paid for, and our eternal life is secured.

We still see the rubble of this broken world. We still grieve. We still grow older, struggle, and face death. But we do not look at those things without hope. Through the promises of our loving God, we see the saints who have gone before us. We see the home Jesus has prepared for us. And we look forward to the day when we will no longer look through the glass, but will see our Savior face-to-face.
Sure, it hurts to say goodbye. But what joy we will have when we say hello again! Because the love that made us God's children is the same love that has secured our place in his home. And one day, the brokenness we see now will be behind us. We will see our Savior as he really is, and we will be with him forever. What love the Father has for us! Amen.
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