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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

We’ll touch on or hint at all three readings, but perhaps we do
well to start with these words of the apostle, “Beloved, we are
God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared.”

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

Recently, a member who had been waiting his/her turn

to see me, recognizing there had been a fairly steady stream of

pastoral care appointments that day, observed, “You must have

an interesting view of the congregation when you look out on a

Sunday morning and see all the different problems people are

carrying.”

Certainly, it’s true, isn’t it, that a pastor likely has more

of a window – a greater ‘scratching of the surface’ – into all the

reasons that we stand beside each other each Sunday and have

nothing to offer God but the words, “I, a poor, miserable

sinner.”

A congregation delights in gathering each Sunday (and

on these special occasions) and seeing everyone; what

encouragement to see the full pews, to join in the hymnody

sung with full-throated gusto, to sense the full company’s:
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eagerness for Christ’s Word, delight in Christ’s sacraments, and

meditation through the chanted liturgy.  What a glorious

picture of ‘All Saints’ piety.

And yet, as the member noted, a pastor may look out

and see all with which the people wrestle… husbands and

wives weary from recent arguments and unsure whether the

other will depend on Christ’s faithfulness to the marriage;

parents struggling with toddlers just as defiant as they are

dependent… or parents struggling with young adults impatient

to spread their wings; those same young adults struggling to

make sense of (but enamored with the attention of) the raging

tug-of-war over their souls between the hype of the

ever-promising world and the faith of the parents they recently

have noticed are quite imperfect; individuals struggling with

private sins resulting from loneliness, couples struggling with

sins of companionship that could become fodder for public

gossip; grandparents not afraid of death, but of the process of

dying; grandchildren not afraid of life, but of the humility

required for the process of growing up; members unsure what

happened that their loved ones left the faith; other members

unsure they would know how to answer if asked by loved ones

why they shouldn’t leave the faith.
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Yes, I suppose this is a fair assessment of what a pastor

might not only hear in his study during the week, but see on a

Sunday morning among those who cry, “I, a poor miserable

sinner.”

But, because that pastor is a bound servant of the Word

and promises of Christ crucified, and because he has the joy

and privilege of rightly dividing the Word of truth to see all

things through the lens of Christ crucified, what he really

behold in the pews is a host, beautifully arrayed in white

robes… no mere earthly robes, but the pure white of a

baptismal cleansing sprinkling upon them the blood of the

Lamb.

The pastor looking at the congregation sees this – sees

saints – not because he is unrealistically optimistic about

everyone’s ability to drown Old Adam, but because the pastor

has spent his years studying in and applying to people’s

sin-plagued lives the divine gospel that “the blood of Jesus

Christ cleanses us from all unrighteousness”… so that the

scene of sinners is likewise the scene of saints.

Yes, this is the congregation’s identity, which the pastor

has the great privilege and joy to see each Sunday… the dear

sheep of the Good Shepherd, huddled at the foot of the
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Savior’s Table, gathered by the Holy Spirit to hear Christ

discipline and comfort – “My sheep hear my voice and I know

them, and they follow me” – yes, they hear his Word and

receive His gifts, and are forgiven and strengthened and

satisfied. What a wondrous and joyous sight it is to behold this

host arrayed in white.

That’s not to say they have come out of the great

tribulation… at least not yet forever. No, their forebearers in

the faith have gone ahead and are now forever before the

throne of God, serving Him day and night in his eternal temple.

But, this band of white robes the pastor sees is not out of the

tribulation… in fact, their daily lives feel it intensely, and the

Lord gathers them in the holy hour for a very brief rest from

their labors, before sending these blessed heirs of heaven back

into the world to confess His name before men who like it not.

Tribulation indeed.

And because they are not out of the tribulation, their

huddled band is not immune from imposters… whose

hardened hearts are known only to God and whose itching ears

want to hear anything other than the call to repentance and

forgiveness.
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But, to the huddled, weary crew, the call to repentance

is not just the thundering of the Almighty (though it very truly is

to those who would mock it and will only learn too late)… no,

to the huddled little church (which St John calls “the elect lady

and her children”), the call to repentance is the call to turn

around from sin and see the Almighty Father – not with folded

arms and furrowed brow – but with open arms toward the

apple of his eye… “Return” is the gracious call of repentance,

“Return to the Lord your God” who is gracious and

compassionate. Return to God’s pulpit and altar and have those

baptismal garments bleached in His absolution and starched

from sin in His Supper. That’s the love of the God who sits upon

His throne. And, that huddled, weary crew refreshed by God’s

grace is you.

That, friends, is you… exactly what the apostle means

when he says, “See what kind of love the Father has given to us,

that we should be called children of God; and so we are” –

namely, that’s exactly what you are.

Of course, the world doesn’t know this, as St John

himself testifies, “the reason why the world does not know us is

that it did not know him.” How can you expect the world to see

anything but sinners in the pew robed in proverbial sackcloth
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and ashes (or even in supposed hypocrisy and judgmentalism)

when the world does not know the God of grace and mercy?

This really is the constant tension between the Church

and the world, isn’t it? The world sees that which is only visible

to sight. They see the poor as measured by possessions. They

see meekness as that which will always lose out. They pity

without answers those who mourn. They cry for and even feed

those who hunger and thirst for daily bread. Far too often, they

take advantage of the merciful, think they see

self-righteousness in the heart, and they look for true

peacemakers to rise up from the sons of men.

That may be what the world sees according to the flesh,

but according to the Spirit, the faithful know the truth of what

Christ has promised for the Church, in, through, and beyond

this fallen world: He has promised us that our poverty – being

not one of possessions but of righteousness – is filled up by the

riches of the kingdom of God. He has promised us that our

mourning is temporal, for He will wipe away every tear from

our eyes. He has promised us that our apparent meekness

before the world will be emboldened by the certainty of our

share in His inheritance. He has promised that our hunger and

thirst – in which we know our fill is not in daily bread, but in the
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righteousness of our Christ – that hunger and thirst will be

satisfied by the heavenly bread of His table. He has promised us

that we shall see God, be revealed to be the sons of God,

indeed will forever reign with God.

But here’s where – in all of these promised blessings –

here’s where we can go wrong. We often think of them as

merely spiritual… as if the world does not know them because

the world sees the things of fact and flesh, and we see the

things relegated to faith and spirit.

Friends, we’re not Gnostics. The things of God are not

spiritual in the sense that they will only be known by faith

forever. Nor are the things of God spiritual in the sense that our

inheritance is a white robe that mimics phantoms.

Our inheritance is in flesh and blood, just as the

tribulation is in flesh and blood. We may wrestle against the

powers and principalities of spiritual darkness, but it happens in

and among flesh and blood relationships. Indeed, the

tribulation is a very flesh and blood reality: “Blessed are those

who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake”… that doesn’t

happen in your head; it happens in the flesh and blood of daily

life. “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’
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sake… for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Nor will that

forever be separated from flesh and blood.

Those who have come out of the tribulation – who wear

the white robes (or, truly, the image of baptism’s inherited life

in heaven) belong to the same Church as those who (also

wearing the same white robe of baptism) still endure the

tribulation. And the same Church of heaven and earth is

sustained in its eager anticipation for the Lord’s return by the

same divine fellowship around the Lord’s Table. And the

Church, whether militant or triumphant, still waits eagerly for

that day of resurrection…. when the white-robed Church

around the throne of God will be reunited with its flesh

made-perfect, its body made-incorruptible.

Yes, the saints of heaven are just as eager for the great

and final day as are the saints of earth. The Church in heaven is

not a distant and retired army, unknowable by the Church on

earth. We remember them (the saints we once hugged and

embraced as our own grandparents, parents, spouses, and

children); we commemorate them (especially those saints of

those early generations of martyrdom); we are encouraged by

their lives of confession; we ask God to grant us the strength to

emulate them: “Grant us to follow Your blessed saints in all
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virtuous and godly living.” But why do we pray with such

knowledge of their example? – “that, together with them, we

may come to the unspeakable joys You have prepared for those

who love You.” Yes, we desire to not just have what they

currently have, but to come with them – to come alongside

them so that together we may come to the full inheritance of

the resurrection and the New Creation that is currently (for

both Church Militant and Church Triumphant… for us both) this

final unveiling of the inheritance of the New Creation is

altogether ‘unspeakable,’ ‘unsearchable,’ ‘unknowable.’

But it’s known by God. Just as much as He knows His

beloved Church, both in heaven and on earth, He also knows

the plans and everlasting New Creation inheritance He has for

His beloved children… as sealed by the blood of Christ. So

then, the baptized saints of heaven may cry “How long, O

Lord?” and the baptized saints of earth may cry, “Come quickly,

Lord Jesus!” And to calm the eagerness of the whole Church of

heaven and earth, the Lord Jesus gathers us at His altar, sustains

us by His gifts, and promises, “I am coming soon.”

In the Name of the Father
And of the Son

And of the Holy Spirit.
+ AMEN +

Rev. Mark C. Bestul
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