NAME: Sure Foundation Lutheran
DENM: Evangelical
AREA: Queens (Flushing)

SPKR: Dan Olson, Pastor
DATE: 11/04/2012
My mom, she did everything in her power to avoid getting cancer. She was the lady who got up early in the morning every day, and she took her little jog. She was the lady who would throw all these green things and red things, in the morning, into a blender – lots of fiber and fruits and vergetables – mix it all up and then pour it in a glass. And all of us kids would groan and make faces, say “Mom, how can you drink that?” She would say, “It’s got lots of antioxidants in it!” My mom was a woman, still is, who never drank and never stayed out late. If there ever was a woman who should not have gotten cancer, it was Hope Bourman. My dad, while I was away at college, called me up one day and he said, “You mom’s got cancer. She’s got it bad. It’s in her lymph nodes. It’s advanced.” I remember going home for that summer. My brothers and I, we were lifeguards the whole summer, my sister cooked and cleaned for us, my dad was a pastor, and my mom laid on the couch, sick. No hair. She had a line into her body. It was like a machine. She would carry her little chemo bag around. She would spend the days fighting cancer. The woman who never should have gotten cancer got it. She got it bad. I’ll never forget it. 

The fact of the matter is this: we cannot control the future. The future is out of our control, as much as we hate to admit it. We can do everything right. Stay fit physically. We can get all the insurance policies for those just-in-case situations, like Hurricane Sandy. We can build our fiscal house so we have savings for those just-in-case events. The fact of the matter is, we can’t control the future. And in a lot of ways, we’re like little fish swimming in a big, big ocean, trying to control the mighty ocean’s currents. So how are we gonna deal with the future? I think most of the time, we worry about it. Even though it’s out of our control, we worry about it. We lose lots of hair over it. We get these worry lines around our eyes and in our foreheads. We could do that. We could worry about the future because it’s out of our control. We could also trust. We could also trust in the one who has the future in his hands. We could trust in the one who loves us and who’s all-powerful.

See, that’s what John in Revelation, chapter 5, is gonna teach us today. And instead of worrying, to put that worry aside and instead to trust in the one who holds the future in his hands. So I ask you to join me: we’re going to read Revelation, chapter 5, verses 1 through 5. And you’re gonna have to open up your bibles to do that, or you can just listen. “Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, ‘Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?’ But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside. Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.’”

To put it simply, John was worried. He was worried about the future. Put yourself in John’s shoes for a second. He saw his good friends, his buddies, the leaders of the Christian church, slowly being killed. There was James and Paul and Peter and Philip. You know these stories: their heads were lopped off, they were stoned.... And so John worried, how can the Christian church go on when the leaders are being killed, when John’s good friends are being killed? So John, he felt a certain sense of relief when God said this to him, and this is from Revelation, chapter 4. He says, “Come up here, John, and I will show you what must take place after this.” There’s a sense of relief. “I’m gonna show you what the future holds,” God says. “I’m gonna tell you how this all turns out.” And then, almost immediately God takes that sense of relief away, in chapter 5. There’s God, the vision starts with God sitting on his throne, and in the hand of God Almighty is a scroll, and the scroll has seven seals on it. It’s a scroll about the future. And it was God’s promise: “Come up here and I’ll show you what’s gonna happen.” But in this scroll with the seven seals, the seven seals were saying to John, “It’s really hard to open this book.” Imagine a book with seven seals on it. Maybe think about a CD that you’ve tried to open with that plastic wrapping – really hard to open! But this is a book that’s also wrong to open. Maybe you’ve seen people’s diaries before, and they put a lock on there. If you had the key, even if you had that key, you’d be thinking “It’s wrong for me to read this.” God put seven locks on this scroll. So it’s not only hard to open but it’s also wrong to open it, at least for us. 

So John cries. God has said, “I’m gonna show you what’s gonna happen in the future. I’m gonna show you how this all turns out, even though your friends are dead.” And the only thing left for John to do was cry. This is an amazing part of scripture. It says only once in the bible that someone cried a lot, and that’s right here: “He wept and wept.” A grown man. A grown man with hot tears running down his face. You see, in his heart was a sickness, an anxiety, a worry. And he cried one of those cries that’s completely uncontrollable because he didn’t know what the future would bring. They looked high and low – it says in Revelation, chapter 5 – they looked high and low for anybody to be able to open this scroll. They looked in heaven, they looked on earth, they looked in hell. Nobody could open it. And John cries. We would be lying if we said we’ve never cried like that. It would just be a lie. We’ve all been there before. Worried about the future, anxious about it. And we would be lying if we all didn’t say, “Wow, it would be nice to know the future sometimes.” You could say, “This is how it’s gonna work out. You know what, my child’s gonna be OK. She’s gonna get better next week. My job situation’s gonna be OK, because I can see in the future, I’m gonna get a new job in a month. I know I’m single right now. I really want to get married, but I see in two years, God’s gonna give me a spouse. A good one. I know New York’s suffering right now, but I can tell in six months that it’s gonna build back and it’s gonna build back better.” Wouldn’t it be nice if we could open up the scroll of the scriptures and be able to say, “Oh, look, everything’s gonna turn out fine in the future”? Well, we can’t, so we cry. We cry hot tears, tears of anxiety sometimes, tears of sadness, tears of wonder. 

And these tears that we cry are tears that reveal something about us. They’re tears that reveal something about our world, too. Because these tears, I think you would all admit, these tears are not tears of faith. These are not tears of confidence in God. These are tears of doubt, of sadness, and of anxiety. And they reveal about our world that it’s broken. They reveal about me and about you that our nature is broken. We would love to be able to control the future. We would love to be able to know the future, but we can’t. And so, when we feel like those little fish in the ocean, and there’s nothing we can do to control the tides or the currents, and we see that our own strength isn’t’ enough, the only thing we can do is cry.

Listen to what God says to us, though. “Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.” You know, it would have been right and proper for God to just let John have it. It would have been right for God to just say to John, “You know what? Stop crying, you big baby. Stop worrying, you big doofus.” It would have been right for God to say that, but look at what God does. He sends one of the elders, and I think the elder probably put his arm around John and he said, “Don’t weep.” And he wipes the tears from his eyes and says, “Here’s why you shouldn’t weep. Because of the lion. Because the lion has triumphed. Because the root of Jesse has triumphed. And he’s done this for you.”

Now, these symbols that we have in Revelation – we’re more familiar with, like, the symbol of the Lamb in the New Testament – these symbols that John is using are from the old Testament. He says, “The Lion of Judah.” Where does that come from, you wonder. Well, when Jacob was on his deathbed and he’s blessing his sons, this is what he said to his son Judah. This is from Genesis. “Judah, you are a lion’s cub, O Judah; you return from your prey, my son. Like a lion he crouches and lies down, like a lioness – who dares to rouse him?” So the Messiah, God is saying – this is a prophecy that the future messiah will be a lion. The messiah will also be a branch. And this was prophesied about Jesus as well, “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse” – this is from Isaiah – “from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.” So the elder, he puts his arm around John, this guy who is just weeping. He says, “Don’t cry, because what God has done in the past assures your future.” 

That’s a central Christian truth. What God has done in the past assures your future. That’s what Martin Luther taught. What God has done in the past assures your future. And you know what God did in the past. You know it so well. He sent the lion to take on flesh. He sent the lion to die like a lamb. And he was slaughtered to buy with his blood every tribe and language and people on earth. He bought you and he bought everyone with his blood, for God. What God did 2000 years ago through the lion assures your future. It’s gonna be OK. Your future is just as certain as the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It’s that certain. So the lion assures your good future. So you know what that means? It means it’s time to put aside your worry, to put aside your doubts and to trust in the one who acted in the past to give you certainty in the future. 

Now, Martin Luther, he had every reason to be worried. And he worried a lot. He wasted a lot of time worrying. The pope wanted him burned. He was a heretic. The emperor wanted him dead. He was just a little monk, a professor of theology, and look at what God did through him. See, we are Martin Luther’s future. How could he know that almost 500 years later what God did through Martin Luther is still bearing fruit today? Because I can say to you, “Your sins are forgiven by the blood of the lion.” I can say to you, “By scripture alone, by faith alone, by grace alone, we are saved.” We are Martin Luther’s future. He had nothing to worry about, did he? Because what God did in the past assures our future. 

In this moment right now, God is shaking us. He’s waking us up, and he’s letting us know, “Your future is not in your hands.” Isn’t he? Hurricane Sandy. Could anyone have predicted it two months ago, or stopped it? Absolutely not. The election is on Tuesday. Nobody knows who’s gonna win. Barack Obama couldn’t tell you; neither could Mitt Romney. Nobody knows, not even a national election, nobody can tell you, on Wednesday, who’s gonna be the President-elect. Our future is not in our control. But that doesn’t mean it’s out of control. Our future is not in our control. Are you OK with that? Only when we remember in whose hands our future is in, only when we remember that the scroll with the seven seals is in the hand of the lion, only when we remember that God Almighty loves us, then we’re OK with it. Then we remember that our future is not in our control, but it is in God’s control. And we’re OK with that. 

My mom, she did everything to avoid getting cancer, that you’re supposed to do. She got it. But it’s interesting to see how God was holding my mom’s future in his hands. Because it was at that particular point in history when the Bourman family lived in Houston, Texas. And you know what’s in Houston? The very best medical center in the world. And what I think is the number one cancer treatment center of all time, MD Anderson. So you know where my mom with advanced cancer was treated? MD Anderson. She’s still alive today. She’s doing well, no cancer reoccurrences. See, we admit that our lives are a lot like fish in a big, big ocean, and we can’t control the currents. But we also know and believe that our God can control them. Our God who loves us. Amen.

