THE BEST IS YET TO COME

#9 STAY FOCUSED ON JESUS
March 15th, 2009 – Revelation 4

Our message this morning is from the fourth chapter of the book of Revelation (The Watchword Bible – 3 minutes).
As John receives these words from Jesus, we can imagine his feelings being described by several questions. All of them begin, Have you ever had the experience of… (1) Attempting to do something sincerely loving and kind for someone and then having them throw it back in you face? (Rejected offer of a loving action) (2) Showing every effort at helping in a situation and having the door closed in your face? (Refused offer of a gracious service).

 (3) Watching something you’ve spent years building seem to disintegrate before your eyes, but you can’t do anything about it? (Helpless before an uncontrollable situation). 
These questions help us capture the mood and the context of chapter four. After this I looked.  Remember where we have been so far in our journey. In fact verse nineteen of chapter one is a nifty outline of Revelation. Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later.  Have seen refers to the vision of the risen Lord Jesus walking in the midst of the churches in chapter one. Is now refers to the letters to the seven churches (chapters 2 & 3) which we just finished last week. Will take place later refers to chapters 4 through 22. 
John was the one responsible to give oversight to the seven churches. He had given a great deal of his service and effort to shape, serve, and help the church be all that they could be. Jesus dictates to him a letter for each church. Five of the seven letters spoke of things being in serious condition. John could not help but feel bad about their condition. Things are falling apart, coming unglued, but there was nothing that he could do since we was imprisoned on Patmos for simply sharing the love of Jesus Christ. He must have felt so helpless. At times we may feel as helpless as a baby and want to cry like one.  Maybe that describes your life today. Instead of giving into feelings of self – pity, anger, or bitterness we need to Stay Focused On Jesus when things fall apart. 
Young Matthew, age 4, was eating an apple in the back seat of the family car. Daddy, why is my apple turning brown? His father gave this explanation: Because once you eat the skin off of an apple, the meat of the apple comes in contact with oxygen molecules in the air. The oxygen causes oxidation, which thus changes the molecular structure on the surface of the apple so that light is reflected off of the apple differently so that it appears to have darker color. There was a long silence from the back seat, and  Matthew said, Daddy, are you talking to me? As we did into the book of Revelation, we wonder if God is talking over our heads. As we get into chapter four and beyond don’t let the symbols blur your focus of Jesus. There are 278 references to Old Testament symbols or stories. Almost 70% of Revelation is tied to the Old Testament. Just as a musician combines the sounds of different instruments to create a beautiful symphony. Revelation combines the symbols and images from the Old Testament to create its unusual symbols. Temple symbolism for example: Lampstands = the church; White Robes = purity; righteousness; Trumpets = today’s message). It is amazing what these symbols can teach us about Jesus when He is the focus.
THE INVITATION TO FOCUS

…and there before me was a door standing open in heaven. And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.” (Revelation 4:1). 
How did Jesus get John’s attention? Jesus voice sounded like a trumpet. When you hear the word trumpet what comes to your mind? How about one of these (show trumpet)?  I used to play this trumpet in grade school and high school. I can still squeak out a few notes (emphasis on the squeak). This is not the trumpet they are referring too. It’s this one (bring out shofar). Listen to this. Now do you think that would get your attention? 
Throughout the pages of Scripture, the trumpet is an instrument of power. The trumpets of that day were made from rams’ horns. In fact, the word for trumpet is shofar which derives its name from the horn of a ram that he used to butt and overpower his enemies. Like I always say shofar so good? The ram’s horn signaled something powerful. 
Let’s look at a few Old Testament examples: (1) Signaled the presence of God (Exodus 19:16, 19). God was near and caused them to tremble as God prepared to speak. (2)Call to action (Jos. 6:20). A time to march forward into battle. (3)Called God’s people to worship (Leviticus 23:24). Blown the first of every month (Ps. 81:3) to signal a day of worship. (4) Used to warn of coming judgment (Joel 2:1). No doubt the trumpet sound would get John’s attention.

What does this mean for us? John saw an open door in heaven and was invited to come up and see heavens throne room. We too are invited daily to focus on heavens throne. Hebrews 4:16 says: Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. When we are in tight circumstances, tension and pressure, difficulty and pain, we tend to look for a door out!
What we need to be reminded of is that we have a door in to the throne room of God. There we find His grace.

The promise of His presence would make the difference in John’s situation. He was going to be shown the judgment of God on the earth and all the horrible implications that will come at the end of time. At the same time he was also shown the triumph of Christ. He was brought to a vantage point on the future, and he could see that beyond the present circumstances the best was yet to come. The open door was to see beyond the moment. 
Martin Rinkart a German pastor lived during the 30 Years War (1618-1648). It has been described as the most devastating in all history with some of the most sever sufferings imaginable. The German population went down from 16 to 6 million. Over 6000 people in his German village, including his wife and his children, died of a plague. He was the only pastor left to minister. In the midst of that great catastrophic, social and personal loss, Rinkart wrote this verse from Now Thank We All Our God: All praise and thanks to God the Father now be given the Son, and Him who reigns with them in highest heaven. The one eternal God whom earth and heav’n adore for thus it was, is now, and shall be evermore. Take the door that goes in not the one that goes out. At times we are tempted to run away from a responsibility, a job, relationship, or situation we are facing. I’m getting out of here. This is the pits.

Sound familiar? I wanted to quite the ministry after the first year. Accept the invitation to focus on the throne. 

KEYS TO STAYING FOCUSED
It Always Begins With A Choice. At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne (set) in heaven with someone sitting on it. And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne. (Rev 4:2-3). John sees a throne set in heaven. The word set conveys the concept of fixedness, immovability, and unshakability. The psalmist declared Your word, O Lord, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens (Psalm 119:89). This truth points to where the solidity of our lives and the security of all issues of our lives are found. The thrones of this world are shaky and unstable at best, but the throne in heaven can’t be moved.
What of the precious stones jasper (like a clear stone possibly a diamond) and carnelian (fiery red possibly a ruby)? Since many of the first readers were converted Jews what would these stones mean to them? They were the first and last stones in the breastplate of the High Priest (Exodus 28:17-20). These stones bore the names of the twelve tribes of Israel, arranged according to their birth. The carnelian was the first stone on the breastplate representing Reuben (behold a son). Jasper was the last stone representing Benjamin (son of my right hand). We are reminded that Jesus is the beginning and the end - the Alpha and Omega. We are asked to …fix our thoughts on Jesus, the apostle and high priest whom we confess (Heb. 3:1). These stones are used to represent Christ as our High Priest. Just as the High Priest would kill the animal sacrifices to atone for sin, Jesus became the sacrifice lamb for our forgiveness.
Next thing that John saw was color around the throne, a rainbow.  This comes from the Greek word "iris," where we get our English word, "iris," the flower. You recall the first time the promise of the rainbow was mentioned to Noah. The destruction of the past would have nothing to do with what the shape of the future is going to be (Gen. 9:12-17).
The colors of the rainbow are purple, blue, green, yellow, orange, and red! What do these colors represent?

The purple speaks of Royalty; the blue speaks of Heaven; the green speaks of New Life; the yellow speaks of Light; the orange speaks of Warning; and, the red speaks of the Blood of Christ. One person wrote, The sunshine of His Resurrection shined through the drops of His red Blood and produced the Rainbow of God’s Eternal Grace!  When we come to the Lord’s throne, He wants us to see not just the beauty of His person, but also the splendor of His promises given to us. It breaks out in so many shapes, sizes, and colors that there is a shape and a size and a color for whatever we need today. Like the man who was looking out the plane window at 30,000 feet reflecting on the lose of a close family member trying to think of what to say to the rest of the family. There had been a horrible traffic accident, and members of the family were snatched into eternity. This song came to Don Meon: God will make a way when there seems to be no way. He works in ways we cannot see, He will make a way for me. He will be my guide hold me closely to His side. With love and strength for each new day He will make a way. Today this song is sung around the world. The color he needed that day was green. What color do you need today?

When you look at your life, is Jesus at the center? What position does He hold in your life - supreme ruler, or is He more like an advisor that you, occasionally turn to for advice when your own wisdom runs out? Focusing on God’s throne allows us to retain a big picture perspective that will help keep us from becoming overwhelmed by the situations we find ourselves. Three professionals were sitting around a table talking about the oldest profession. The doctor says, The Bible says that God took a rib out of Adam to make woman. Since that clearly required surgery, then the oldest profession is medicine. The engineer says, No, the Bible also says that God created the whole world out of void and chaos. To do that, God must surely have been an engineer. So engineering is the oldest profession. The lawyer smiles and leans forward and says, Ah, who do you think created the chaos? Whatever chaos comes our way King Jesus is on the throne and He has everything under control. That perspective will give us strength to face whatever challenges we face in this world. Paul said, Since you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things (Colossians 3:1-2). The first key to staying focused always begins with a choice. Focus on the unstable things of this world, or focus on the stable in heaven. The choice is yours. What will you choose?
It Always Ends In Gratitude. Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty-four elders... From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder…Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal…In the center , around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back…Day and night they never stop saying: Holy , holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come…[The twenty- four elders say:]You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being. (Rev. 3:4-6, 8, 11). 
That is not something you see every day is it? Notice what is coming from the throne: thunder and lightning. These are pictures of God’s awesome power and majesty. We often hear reports on the news of the power of the forces of nature - whether it is from flooding or hurricanes or earthquakes. Those pictures always remind me how frail all of our civilization is in comparison to the power of God. We have wonderful technologies and well-trained and rehearsed response teams to emergency situations - but there is really little they can do when the very ground begins to shake and roads and airport runways fold up like pieces of paper! A teacher at Alpine Elementary School in Columbus, Ohio during a tornado, as the children huddled in fear crying in the basement, whispered to the child closest to her, Aren’t you forgetting something Kathie? There is a power greater than the storm that will protect us. Just say to yourself, ‘God is with us.’ Then pass the words on to the child next to you. As the words were whispered from child to child, a sense of peace settled over the group. I find it a wonderful encouragement that the grace that is flowing from His throne is for the benefit and assistance of those who make Jesus their Lord.
God’s power to work in and through us is dependant upon our cooperation. It works a lot like a tap. By turning the tap on just a small bit, you get just a few drips of water. By opening it up more, you allow more water to flow. It is possible for us to limit the ability of God to work in our lives. As we focus on the grace of God, and open ourselves to Him, we allow God to work on us - molding us deeper into His image - and through us - to spread His message of hope and salvation to all mankind. That’s why I love the song Majesty. It was written when the author Jack Hayford was visiting Great Britain. He was observing the crowd of people honoring Queen Elizabeth. To a visitor from another country, there seemed to be a national dignity that flowed to the general citizens from the regal office of a single individual who reigns over them, exercising authority as an ennobled friend rather than as dictator. That is the essence of the relationship Jesus wants us to have with His Church. He wants the fullness of His grace, the richness of His nature, the authority of His office and the wealth of His resources to ennoble our identity and determine our destiny. The tap is turned on. Get under the spout. 

Majesty, Worship His Majesty! Unto Jesus be all glory, honor, and praise. Majesty, Kingdom authority, flows from His Throne, unto His own, His anthem raise. So exalt, lift up on high the Name of Jesus. Magnify, come glorify, Christ Jesus the King. Majesty, worship His majesty, Jesus who died, now glorified, King of all kings. When we are focused on God’s grace, flowing from His throne, what problem that we face is going to seem overwhelming? What situation would leave us feeling hopeless? What mountain will seem insurmountable? When we are focused on the grace of God that flows from His throne, we can face every situation in our lives with confidence knowing God will work things together for His glory. Our hearts are filled with gratitude as we Worship His Majesty!
There was a sea of glass, clear as crystal before the throne. In the Old Testament the bronze laver was called "the sea" (see 1 Kings 7:23-25) It was the place between the tabernacle or temple and the altar of sacrifice the place of cleansing. John is describing the great sea around the throne, only those who have been cleansed can approach God's throne! Martin Luther had a dream in which he stood on the Day of Judgment before God Himself--and Satan was there to accuse him. When Satan opened his books full of accusations, he pointed to transgression after transgression of which Luther was guilty. As the proceedings went on, Luther's heart sunk in despair. Then he remembered the cross of Christ--and turning upon Satan, he said, There is one entry which you have not made, Satan. The Devil retorted, What is that? And Luther answered; It is this--the blood of Jesus Christ, his Son, cleanses us from all sins.  Our hearts are filled with gratitude knowing our sins are forgiven!
There were four creatures with six wings and covered with eyes (see Ezekiel 1:6, 10).  It is a guess as to the description of these 4 creatures.  Like a Lion -- Matthew's Gospel shows Jesus as the "Lion of Judah" Like an Ox -- Mark's Gospel shows Jesus as the suffering servant for man, the ox being a beast of burden. Like a Man -- Luke's Gospel shows Jesus as the son of man. Like an Eagle -- John's Gospel shows Jesus as the Son of God who connects us to heaven. It is uncertain the exact meaning of these 4 creatures, but what they do is not uncertain, they cry out day and night Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come. These creatures along with the rest in heaven are in a constant state of praise over God's presence with them. Our hearts are filled with gratitude knowing that His power and presence is with us as well! We get to join them on earth as it is in heaven!
There were also 24 elders. Every Jewish believer would instantly remember the 24 elders appointed by King David in First Chronicles twenty four. These elders represented the entire Levitical priesthood which numbered in the thousands. The elders in heaven represent the whole heavenly priesthood, all believers who have died and are know with the Lord. We also think of the 12 tribes of Israel and the 12 apostles. Both together shows that the true Church is one, all have been brought together from under both Old and New and made now as one in Christ (Eph. 2:14-15). They fall down in worship before the throne, and they do something else, they take off their crowns and cast them before the throne of God!  They realize it is all about Jesus and not about them. 
Following a rags-to-riches season that led them to the Rose Bowl--their first in decades--Northwestern University's Wildcats met with Coach Gary Barnett for the opening of spring training. As players found their seats, Barnett announced that he was going to hand out the awards that many Wildcats had earned in 1995. As the coach continued to call players forward and handed them placards proclaiming their achievements, they were cheered on by their teammates. One of the other coaches gave Barnett a placard representing his seventeen national coach-of-the-year awards. Then, as the applause subsided, Barnett walked to a trash can marked "1995." He took an admiring glance at his placard, and then dumped it in the can. In the silence that followed, one by one, the team's stars dumped their placards on top of Barnett's. Barnett had shouted a message without uttering a word: What you did in 1995 was terrific, lads. But look at the calendar: It's 1996. It's great to celebrate the accomplishments of the past. But with God, our best days are always ahead. Throwing down their own crowns showed that they considered all that they had done to be nothing compared to now being in His presence. When we truly see Christ as He is and what He has done our own self righteousness and rewards will fall by the wayside! All that is left is gratitude.
Let us be inspired by Nick Vujicic. He was born without arms or legs and given no medical reason for this condition. His father was a Christian pastor and his mother a nurse. He was bitter until Jesus changed his life. Faced with countless challenges and obstacles, God has given him the strength to surmount what others might call impossible. With only a seven-inch left foot, he in time would learn to type, write, walk, comb his hair, brush his teeth, and take care of personal needs. Along with that, the Lord has placed within him an unquenchable passion to share this same hope and genuine love that he has personally experienced with more than two million people in over 19 nations. Through Jesus he has forgiveness of sin, hope for tomorrow, and a purpose for living. Stay focused on Jesus when things fall apart. It begins with a choice and ends with gratitude! You’ll be glad you did! AMEN.
