For some of us, the book of Revelation conjures up some pretty scary and creepy images.  Most of us think of beasts and demons, mysterious numbers to decode, epic battles and hidden signs that indicate the end of the world.  While those images aren’t entirely untrue, a much bigger picture is actually at work in the book of Revelation.  Without getting too carried away with all the incredible details, stories, and lessons this book holds, understand that Revelation truly focuses on giving comfort and peace to those who have suffered so much and only face more troubles.

The man who calls himself John, the author of the book of Revelation, pretty clearly says at the beginning of the book what the book is for and about.  He writes the book as a letter, a style that we have throughout the New Testament in Paul’s writings and the other Pastoral Epistles.  He’s writing it to seven churches throughout Asia to inspire, encourage, chastise, correct, and teach them.  Since he has this very clear stated purpose, we can expect that these things will come out in the book; it won’t just be a jumble of mysterious metaphors.

Another important thing to know about the book of Revelation is when it’s being written.  There is some debate about when exactly it was written, but it was likely in the late first century.  John himself is writing in exile on the island of Patmos, where he was sent for preaching the faith.  Roman emperors at the time moved from general tolerance of Christians to active persecution of them, namely because of the Christian community’s refusal to see the emperor as a god.  John was likely writing during one of these periods of tribulation.  He knows what it is to be punished for your faith; he also knows what it is to persevere.  

Consider the people that John writes to.  After learning about Jesus, his promises of life and knowledge, they find themselves running for their lives and struggling to nurture their young faith.  All around them, they see people dying for their faith – friends, neighbors, family members, loved ones all.  They are suffering.  They are hurting.  And they are wondering: now what?  If our faith only brings us to our death, what are we hoping for?

You don’t have to look very far to realize that our lives are not too far from the lives of those to whom John is writing.  While we’re not being actively persecuted for our faith, we are still struggling to keep it.  Our lives are turned upside down by loss, sickness, fighting, anger, and death.  We feel alone.  Our hearts are broken.  Each tragedy is one more than we can handle.

In Revelation, the great multitude standing before the throne came “out of the great ordeal”.  They had been through suffering, they had experienced pain and loss, they had tasted death.  And what were they doing?  Worshiping God.  Singing.  Praising the Lamb.  This is something that the churches to whom John wrote needed to hear – they needed to know that their loved ones were in a place of honor and so far removed from suffering that God himself would be their shelter.  And us, nearly two thousand years later – we need to hear it, too. 

I know of one little girl who faced the great ordeal.  Her name was Maggie, and I was her counselor at Bible camp.  It was a hard enough week, with a  cabin full of girls who were either way too cool or way too awkward, and I was doing all I could to keep order.  However, Maggie had very severe cerebral palsy, and she was so seriously crippled by it that she could not walk, could not get herself ready for the day, could not care for herself.  Keeping an eye on Maggie and chasing down her cabin mates was all I could handle.

One day, she cornered me.  She had a question to ask, she said, and it was really important.  She said, “I’m not going to live very long.  I know how sick I am.  I’m going to die soon.” 

Ever the optimist, I was not so willing to let her admit that; however, Maggie was very honest with herself about her future hopes.  She knew that she would not live very long, and she wanted to know what would happen to her when she died.  A first-year camp counselor, ill-equipped at the time to talk real theology with a 6th grader, I asked her what exactly she meant by that.  Did she want to k now what death was like, or if she’d go to heaven?  I was nervous, but she was so wise.  She clarified for me that she wasn’t afraid of dying.  She believed in Jesus, and she knew she’d go to heaven.  But she also knew that she’d die long before her parents would, and she didn’t want to be away from them, even for a few years, even in heaven.  So: would she have to wait for them up in heaven, knowing how much they missed her and were grieving, or would she be sleeping until the day that all the dead were raised, and she and her parents could be reunited without a lost moment?

With that earnest, honest question, she said she wanted hope.  She wanted a vision of what heaven would be like – not because she doubted it, but because here and now she was still hurting.  She wanted to prepare herself and her parents for the grief they would face, and wanted to know that God would take care of her and her parents in their time of need.  
Since there’s Biblical evidence either way, I affirmed to her that she would be raised together with her parents when Christ called them, and they’d walk into heaven hand in hand.  It was all she needed to know.  She was at peace.  It couldn’t change that she would die, but it gave her great comfort to know that she and all the saints, mom and dad included, would be together on that last day.

She was in the midst of the great ordeal.  She had suffered much, and knew she would only face more.  But I know with confidence that she will be a part of the great multitudes gathered around the throne, robed in white, carrying a palm branch and yelling out praises, with her parents by her side.  

In the face of our own great ordeal, we can know, without a doubt, that we are not alone.  We are not promised the absence of suffering and loss in this world, but we are promised that we are held and guided through it.  The God we worship came to us in Jesus Christ, who lived this life, walked this earth, loved and taught and cherished.  He saw death and wept, and he suffered great pain at his own death.  The God we worship is not distant and removed, unaware and untouched by our suffering.  Our God walks with us in it.  Our God knows the pain we face, and promises that there will be relief and peace – in this world, and ultimately in the world to come.  

THIS is why we sing.  THIS is why we praise.  THIS is the joyous celebration we join in, together with all the saints, now and not yet, today and in the life to come.  For just as surely as we are joined with Christ in death, we are joined with Christ in resurrection and new life.  These are the promises made to each and every one of us.  This is the wondrous love known to each of us, to our brothers and sisters across the world, to the great saints of glory whose faith inspires and encourages us, which lifts us up and grants us life everlasting.

