Boxing <slide>
Punchline:  Revelation is about our preparations for whatever trials may come.

1) Uncle Louie, a boxing coach said, “The match is decided before the fighters step in the ring.” -> It’s all about preparation – physical, mental and strategic.  Knowing what your advantages are, what your opponents are, and toughness.  Once you’re in there, tired, sweaty, getting hit…you don’t have time to think, you just react.  And how you’re going to react to that adversity is all about your preparation.
2) <slide> John wrote this long vision with all these symbols and all these images about what’s going to happen in the future at the end of time.  It’s tempting to ignore it because it’s confusing, but it’s also tempting to ignore it because it’s in the future and nobody knows when or how it’s going to come.  Could be tomorrow, could be in a thousand years.  And nobody knows really what it’s going to look like – will there really be these 4 horsemen we hear about?  Will there really be plagues and disasters?  Why worry about it if we can’t predict it?

Or we might look at the entire book of Revelation and say, “John was wrong.  He advised these churches to prepare for this great tribulation and it never came so the churches wasted their time in preparing for it.”  All the people died and whatever John told them was meaningless, since Christ still hasn’t come back yet.

But in the beginning of the letter, John is told by the angel, “Write what you have seen, what is, and what is to come.”  Revelation isn’t just about the future and it isn’t just about the past, it’s about the present.

John starts the book by saying, “To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.”  Then he writes seven letters to the seven churches, coaching them and preparing them.  
Like a boxing coach, John was training and preparing these churches to be fit disciples of God.  John knows that once things start happening, the churches will not have time to strategize, organize, or get tough…all they will be able to do is react. But whether or not they ever set foot in the ring, whether or not they face down the enemy and win or lose, John’s purpose was to prepare them and get them into shape so they could live healthy lives in the present.  
These seven letters that John wrote were not just for these seven churches in Turkey 1900 years ago or far in the future when Jesus comes back.  He said, “Let anyone who has an ear, listen to what the Spirit is saying.”  These affirmations, challenges, images, tribulations, and reassurances that we will study in the next few weeks are directly relevant for us, today, in Fort Worth.

In these letters, John is saying to us, “Some of you will suffer and be afflicted for your faith, whether by imprisonment, by the judgment of society, or by natural disaster…be strong.”  He is saying, “Some of you blend in a little too well with society and do some things that you know you shouldn’t or turn a blind eye to injustice, just so you don’t stand out.  If you do this, you will not be prepared when you have to make a really tough decision.”  He is saying, “Some of you tolerate immorality and do not hold each other accountable to the promises you made to God.  If you do this, you are not ready to live in the kingdom.”  He is saying, “Some of you have lost the fire of when you first found Christ, some of you are lukewarm Christians, some of you rely on your material things instead of God.  If you are any of these things, you are not prepared to do the hard work you are being called to do and you church will be removed (he says in one of the letter that the lamp stand will be removed).”
Whether John is talking about a great tribulation with monsters and beasts and disasters or whether he’s talking about Roman persecution in the second century or whether he’s talking about Christian mission in 2010, his points still stand.  If we fall into any of these traps that he has outlined in these seven letters, we are not prepared to do what God made us to do.

But John also gives a reassurance.  Each of the seven letters also ends with a promise and just as the challenges are for us John assures us that if we prepare ourselves for tribulation, for mission, for tough decisions, and for sacrifice…then we also prepare ourselves for the judgment which we will all face.  John relays Jesus’ promises to us in 2010, “To everyone who conquers, I will give permission to eat from the tree of life that is in the paradise of God.”  “Whoever conquers will not be harmed by the second death.”  “To everyone who conquers I will give some hidden manna and a white stone with a new name.”  “To the one who conquers I will give the morning star.”  “If you conquer, you will be clothed like them in white robes, and I will not blot your name out of the book of life.  I will confess your name before the father and the angels.”  “If you conquer, I will make you a pillar in the temple of God; you will never go out of it.”  “To the one who conquers, I will give a place with me on my throne, just as I myself conquered and say down with my father on his throne.”

Brothers and sisters in Christ, prepare yourselves.  Whether it be for beasts and monsters and disasters, whether it be for persecution and trial, whether it be for daily Christian living in 2010…because in preparing yourself for living today, you prepare yourself for any tribulation you might face, and you also prepare for your judgment before God and to inherit the promises made to those who conquer.  Prepare yourself, because the fight is decided before you even step in the ring.

PAGE  
1

