THE BEST IS YET TO COME

#14 Everybody Loves A Wedding
May 24th, 2009 – Revelation 19:1-10

Weddings are times of excitement and great celebration, and different cultures have different ways of celebrating.  In Bulgaria – the bride tosses a dish filled with wheat, coins and a raw egg over her head. If the dish breaks it signifies good luck to come.  African weddings often involve wine, wheat, pepper, salt, honey, bitter herbs, water, a pot and spoon, a broom, a spear, a shield, and a copy of the Bible. Each one represents a different aspect of the love and strength which unites two families.  In the Caribbean it’s customary for the mother of the bride to make and then pass on the recipe for the wedding cake called the "Black Cake." The basic ingredients include a dozen fresh eggs, a pound of flour, a pound of brown sugar, a pound of butter, and a pound of glazed cherries, raisins, prunes, currants.
The way we do things in America, the Father of the Bride usually pays the wedding bills. It reminds me about what Oliver North who has 4 daughters had to say about the Father of the Bride. He said: The Father of the Bride has only 4 jobs: Show up, Shut up, Shell out, and Smile. Smiling is good. Customs may vary as a new chapter of life begins! 


The book of Revelation tells us about a coming Wedding Supper where the Bridegroom pays for everything. This is the wedding to end all weddings, and it’s called the MARRIAGE SUPPER OF THE LAMB. As the Lamb, Jesus paid the Highest Price to purchase His bride. He gave His life as a sacrifice for our sins so that we can be presented to Him as a perfect Bride. That’s the very imagery God wants to place in our minds here in Revelation 19:1-10!

As we come to this chapter we discover the heaviness of judgment turns to praise and expectation. The only place in the New Testament that you find the word Hallelujah is in this chapter (four times). George Frederick Handel composed his work “Messiah” during a 21day period in which he hardly ate or slept. It was first performed on March 23, 1743, in the presence of the King of England. It is said the King was so moved by the Scripture, for the Lord God omnipotent reigneth, that he stood to his feet during the Hallelujah chorus. When the King stands, everybody stands. When I see folks standing for the bride at a wedding I see the beautiful imagery the groom & bride illustrate for us. One day Jesus Christ the bridegroom coming back for His bride the church! Why does Everybody Loves a Wedding? After the wedding there is the feast. There is the time of celebration! What we experience on earth will be even better in heaven. What a day that will be! Let’s look at the background first!
BACKGROUND OF MARRIAGE CUSTOMS

Marriage customs varied in the ancient world, usually there were three major characteristics that stood out:

Contracting for the bride. The match was done by the father of the groom with the consent of the bride before the parties were old enough to assume adult responsibilities. A bride price was then paid by the father of the groom. A written contract was signed that  was legal and binding. It could only be broken by divorce. You might recall this is what Joseph was going to do quietly with Mary (Matthew 1:18-19). There was an indefinite amount of time until all was ready for the marriage. The bridegroom would prepare a house for their home while the bride prepared the dowry or gifts she would give to the husband after marriage. 

 Coming for the bride. After the house was completed, the groom would come to the house of the bride with all of his friends and would call for his bride in a loud voice. When she heard his call, she would immediately leave her home and go with the bridegroom. He would then escort her to his house with all of his friends. This is the background of the parable of the 10 virgins when the bridegroom comes at midnight in Matthew 25. Reminds me of a  couple at the home of one of the former presidents of the United States of America. It was a beautiful home overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. They parked and walked over to the guard’s station and asked,  Is this were the President lives? Yes, sir, it is, the guard replied. Is the President here now?  No, he is not. Do you know when he will be back? I never know when the President is coming home, I am only notified a few moments before when he is returning. The guard had to stay on constant alert. He never knows just when the President is coming back. Jesus told us that He was going away to prepare a place for us. We do not know exactly when He will return. He did say, however, that we should be ready and watching for His return. There will be not time to get ready after He returns.

Celebration with the bride. This is similar to the wedding reception of our times. This could go on for a week. The wedding feast was at the house of the bridegroom with invited guests. Jesus did His first public miracle at such a feast in Cana (John 2:1-11). The center of attention was not the bride, however, but the groom. In view of this custom it is significant Revelation 19 describes the wedding supper of the Lamb. Jesus is the center of attention.
Notice how this passage applies to our lives! All who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have a contract by grace in a covenant relationship with the bridegroom Jesus Christ. We are united in Christ in a legal marriage that we have by grace through faith. As we live out this relationship we are waiting for the second coming of Christ to call us to our heavenly home where the celebration of the heavenly wedding feast will continue for eternity. That’s awesome!
HOW DOES JESUS DESIRE HIS BRIDE TO PREPARE?
For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready (Revelation 19:7). How does Jesus desire His bride to prepare for His return? How should we prepare for this feast?  Let me make a brief observation if I may! For us men this analogy of the church being the bride may be harder for us to apply since our role in the wedding is bridegroom. Jesus did say we are to love our wives just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her. I think we can appreciate that advice from Jesus. Single people may struggle to relate to the role of a bride. Some because they have never experienced it. Others because they have experienced some distorted earthly form of it that did not end in a positive way. Let’s look at two practical ways today:

To Be Growing in confidence.  I was reminded of Isaiah 62:5: as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you. Zephaniah 3:17 says: he will rejoice over you with singing.  I don’t know too many couples who stand at the wedding altar thinking, This is the saddest moment of my life because my future spouse is such a dirty rotten sinner. They may say that a few weeks or months following, but not usually on the day of the wedding. There is joy in that friendship and relationship that sees beyond the faults and sins of the other, hopefully with the forgiveness of Jesus. It’s in modeling the cross to one another that brings confidence for the future no matter what hurts may come! We can rejoice because our God rejoices over us. Let that sink in for a moment!
We are beautiful to Jesus Christ our bridegroom! Why? Because God gives us beauty for ashes (Isaiah 61:3). 

The bride is beautiful A knockout. A ten (handsome & hunk for the guys). A couple and their son went to town for first time in their lives. They had never seen skyscrapers and traffic. The wife went to the restroom while the man and son were in the lobby of their hotel. They had never seen an elevator before, and now the man sat mesmerized. . The son watched his dad stare for a few minutes, and finally asked him why. The dad said, I’ve seen 4 unattractive women go thru those doors, lights and bells go off, then beautiful ones get off, quick, go find your mother! Thank the Lord His view of us never wavers. It’s always consistent. We are beautiful (handsome) to our God! 
Although it may be hard to grasp, it’s really true – God loves you as much as God loves God! Our ashes (sin, struggles, failure) aren’t even an issue to God. He uses the devastation of our past to get us where we should be going. The passions and pleasures of God’s heart determines how He feels toward us. His emotions are full of desire for us. We are beautiful to Him because beauty is in the eyes of God as He beholds us and we behold Him. God wants a confident bride who feels pure, dignified and unashamed because she’s filled with the beauty that her God has imparted to her! 

We have been given an incredible gift. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear. Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints (Revelation 19:8). For he clothed me with garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness…(Isaiah 61:10).  During Jesus earthly life He wore as was the custom of the Roman world two garments: An inner garment called a tunic. This speaks to us of  positional righteousness. 2 Corinthians 5:21 speaks about this: God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. We have had two baptisms recently. Those being baptized receive a white cloth with a cross. It symbolizes that they have been clothed with the robe of Jesus righteousness that covers every sin. The beautiful picture that God is drawing for us is illustrated every time you put on clothing. You could have the nastiest scar on your stomach or your chest, but with clothing on, nobody would know it or see it. It would be covered. Our clothes help us to look better than we would look naked. That’s what this clothing does for us. This linen, bright and clean - covers all of us the same. No matter what our status is on earth  we all become equal - because we all wear the SAME clothing from the same God. It’s all bright, it’s all clean, and it covers us all by grace through faith.
Ever since the Fall of Adam & Eve humans have been obsessed with the ways in which they are clothed. A woman can have fifty pairs of shoes and clothing in her closet, look her husband straight in the eye, and say to him, I don’t have anything to wear. Every morning countless Americans look at five to ten different shirts or pants, ponder it for several minutes, and then finally decide what to wear. We don’t want anything that makes us look fat or doesn’t compliment us in some way - and this is just to go to work or out to eat! All the while, God tells us in his Word - don’t let your beauty come from outward adornment! (1 Peter 3:3) One Sunday at church, a little girl heard a sermon about the Second Coming of Christ. When they got home, she asked: Mommy, do you believe Jesus will come back? "Yes, I surely do." Will he come back today? "Well, yes, I suppose He might.” In just a few minutes? "Yes, dear." The little girl thought this over, and then said, Mommy, would you comb my hair? We don’t have to worry about how we’ll look to the Bridegroom when that big day arrives. The Bridegroom has given his Bride a spotless, shining white robe to wear. It’s the inside not the outside that counts in God’s economy.
Why is the clothing that we wear so important to Jesus? It’s important because of WHO HE IS. This is a HOLY God we’re supposed to be spending the rest of our lives with. Do you think that HE would want to spend the rest of eternity with a rotten & stinky bride? So He gives His bride fine linen, bright and clean. Paul said, Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless (Ephesians 5:26-27). It’s what we sing about in the song - Jesus, Thy blood and righteousness. My beauty are, my glorious dress, Midst flaming worlds, in these arrayed, with joy shall I lift up my head (LSB 563). The most dramatic declarations imaginable is God calling broken, weak people beautiful because of the fragrant garments of righteousness they wear. We have been wrapped in the same beautiful garments Jesus has. 

There was also a  loose- fitting outer garment called a toga. This speaks of practical righteousness. Ephesians 2: 10 speaks about this: For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. This is the fruit that follows faith. Let me illustrate. As I put this handkerchief over my hand we have symbolized the child of God wearing the robe of righteousness. This is our position in Christ. Notice how this righteousness works its way into my life (handkerchief is worked into the hand). We become the righteousness of Christ to the world as we are conformed into the image of Christ and demonstrate His love in deeds of service. What is happening on the inside will be seen or observed on the outside. You are what you eat in God’s kingdom!
One example of the fruit of faith is confidence in prayer. 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 (Hebrews 4:16). What a promise. There are two types of Christian responses to this promise. One I call the ASH Christian response. They view themselves as a worm in God’s eyes. God is out to get them because they have a difficult time really believing that God loves them and has a wonderful plan for their life. They have not learned to put on the garment by faith. They are spiritual streakers who have no confidence at all in God’s promises. The other I call the BEAUTY Christian response. They view themselves as lovely in God’s eyes. They really believe God loves them because they realize God has their picture on his refrigerator and in His wallet. They have learned to put on the garment by faith. They come to God fully clothed and expectant for God to hear and answer their prayers. Which one are you this morning? Are you growing or stagnant? Jesus desire is that we grow in confidence in our relationship as we prepare for His return. 
The key to growth is hungering for more of His Word. How’s your appetite today?

To be growing in anticipation.   Then the angel said to me, Write: Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb! And he added, These are the true words of God. At this I fell at his feet to worship him. But he said to me, Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God!  (Revelation 19:9-10). John is so caught up in all he’s seeing, that he falls at the feet of this angel showing him these things, and begins worshipping. (also in 22:8-9). What was that angel telling John? He was saying: Don’t you go looking at me. Don’t you get distracted by the beauty God has given me, or by the righteousness of God that I reflect. Keep your eyes on Jesus because, it’s Jesus that people need. 

John got distracted. He saw all the festivities, the crowds, the excitement, the celestial celebration, and he just figured the angel was part of the deal. And since he couldn’t bow down to God at that moment John decided to settle for the next best thing. You know it’s not that unusual for people to do that. There are lots of folks who are willing to settle for the next best thing. They make decisions all the time where they settle for something less than the best. We are to be growing in our anticipation of heaven, but like John we can get distracted as well can’t we?

Distractions come in all kinds of shapes and sizes. Men have distractions (job, hobby, outdoors). Women have distractions (kids, husbands), Retired folks have distractions (what to do with their free time). Kids have distractions (activities, friends). Then add to that the burdens, problems, challenges, and sins of life the distraction list can get long and complicated can’t it?  Whatever we love the most will get most of our time and attention. What about your life this morning? What’s pulling and tugging at your life? What is chewing up most of your time and attention? What is distracting you from getting a clearer vision of the heavenly rewards that await the believer at the marriage supper of the Lamb? That is why the Lord’s Supper is such a powerful distraction buster for the Christian. Yes we have our distractions. Let those distractions be dissolved in the foretaste of heaven offered in the Lord’s Supper.
Jan Van Eyck’s painting Adoration of the Lamb has Jesus at the center, symbolized by the Lamb standing on the alter. See his blood spilling into a cup prepared for the Lord’s Supper. Around Jesus, awe – struck angels drop to their knees. From the four corners of the earth, Jesus hungry and thirsty disciples gather for a feast that will never end, the feast that Jesus now prepares for us in heaven called the marriage supper of the Lamb. When a man and woman become engaged, they promise one another they will soon be united in marriage. Each time they remember that promise, they look forward to the joys and blessings of marriage. In a similar way, when Christ gave us the Lord’s Supper, He also gave us the promise that we would soon be united with Him in heaven. Each time we partake of the Lord’s Supper, we also partake of heaven’s joy and blessings while yet on earth. Like the disciples in this painting, we rejoice that we will one day be with Christ. Just as an engagement provides a foretaste of marital joy, the Lord’s Supper provides us with a foretaste of heaven’s joy and blessings NOW!

Let me share with you some of my favorite Luther quotes. The Lord’s Supper is a: pure, wholesome, soothing medicine which aids and quickens us in both soul and body. For where the soul is healed, the body has benefited also…For here in the sacrament you receive from Christ’s lips the forgiveness of sins which contains and conveys God’s grace and Spirit with all his gifts, protection, defense, and power against death and the devil and all evils…If you could see how many daggers, spears, and arrows are at every moment aimed at you, you would be glad to come to the sacrament as often as possible. The only reason we go about so securely and heedlessly is that we neither acknowledge nor believe that we are in the flesh, in this wicked world, or under the kingdom of the devil…let it be understood that people who abstain themselves from the sacrament over a long period of time are not to be considered Christians. Christ did not institute it to be treated merely as a spectacle, but commanded his Christians to eat and drink and thereby remember him. What hope and blessing we find in the Lord’s Supper. We can neglect and take this meal for granted or we can come with anticipation of the feast yet to come. Which one are you?
Ruthanna Metzgar  a professional singer  was asked to sing at the wedding of a very wealthy man. The wedding reception was to be held on top 2 floors - Seattle’s tallest skyscraper Columbia Tower. At the top of the stairs, outside the door to the great banquet room the maitre d’ stood holding a bound book. May I have your name please? he asked. I’m Ruthanna Metzgar and this is my husband Roy. He searched the M’s. I’m not finding it. Would you spell it, please? She spelled her name slowly. But after searching the book, the maitre d’ looked up and said,  I’m sorry, but your name isn’t here. There must be some mistake, Ruthanna replied. I’m the singer! The man answered, It doesn’t matter who you are or what you did. Without your name in the book you cannot attend the banquet. He motioned to a waiter and said, Show these people to the service elevator, please. The Metzgars followed the waiter past beautifully decorated tables laden with shrimp, whole smoked salmon, and magnificent carved ice sculptures. Adjacent to the banquet area, an orchestra was preparing to perform, the musician s all dressed in dazzling white tuxedos. The waiter led Ruthanna and Roy to the service elevator and pressed G for the parking garage. After driving several miles in silence, Roy reached over put his hand on his wife’s arm. Sweetheart, what happened?  When the invitation arrived, I was busy, Ruthanna replied. I never bothered to RSVP. I was the singer. Surely I could go to the reception without returning the RSVP! She started to weep – not only because she had missed the most lavish banquet she’d ever been invited to, but also because she suddenly had a small taste of what it will be like for people as they stand before Christ and find that their names are not written in the Lamb’s Book of Life.
There are two ways God’s Word encourages us too prepare for His return. To be growing in CONFIDENCE! How about taking Isaiah 62:5 or Zephaniah 3:17 and reflect on how much God delights in you this week. Thank Him daily for the robe of righteousness that we wear by grace through  faith.  To be growing in ANTICIPATION! Bring your distractions to the cross where there is forgiveness and mercy. Reflect on Luther’s powerful words to the mystery of the Lord’s Supper that the Holy Spirit revealed to him. Come with anticipation to communion. Rejoice in the forgiveness of sins and the Holy Spirits presence. Indeed the gifts He gives us are out of this world!  AMEN!
