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And [the elder] said to me, “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” – Re 7:14
Lead In – This morning we are celebrating All Saints’ Day which is actually November 1. Many choose to celebrate it on the first Sunday following the first and do so calling it All Saints’ Sunday. And it is worth our asking, who are we celebrating? And what is a saint? The popular notions today may not be helpful. And they also may not align with Biblical teaching. Professional Football fans will certainly recognize the name of the New Orleans Saints. Don’t look for a lot of help here in understanding what we are celebrating. Religiously, a lot of people think of the saints as being exceptional Christians with an St in front of their names, like St. Matthew or St. Augustine. Are they the only ones? Then there is the everyday use that sometimes comes up in conversation. It sounds like this. “She’s a saint to have put up with that!” Is any of this helpful? I think we should turn to the Bible…
I. How the Bible Defines and Describes a Saint
	The Greek word hagious is simply translated in most of our English Bibles as a “saint”. But it quite literally means a “holy one.” So, for starters, the saints are the holy ones. That solves that! What else do you want to know…
	But here’s the rub. No human being, aside from our Incarnate Lord, Christ Jesus, is without sin. That includes St. Paul, St. Francis, and St. Mother Teresa. The one tradition calls St. Paul the Apostle actually writes in Romans 3:10-12, “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one.”
	So, lets expand our Biblical definition of a saint to include anyone who has had their sins taken away and has been given a righteousness, not of their own, but that which is Christ’s. In picturesque form this is described in our Revelation 7 Reading as those who “have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” And when you hear the word “washed” you do well to connect this word with baptism. To keep things simple, think of saints as baptized believers who are exercising their God-given faith as disciples of our Lord Jesus. They are the ones the Apostle Paul addressed in all his letters when for example he writes in writes in 1 Corinthians 1:2 “To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours”
II. Saintly Examples Are Presented in All Our Readings
	In each one of our Readings this morning the saints are spoken of in ways that help us further to understand who the saints are. In the First Reading from Revelation 7 we are treated in a vision a glimpse of the unspeakable joys of heaven to those who have been marked and sealed, who are clothed in white robes, who have been washed in the blood of the Lamb, and who have come out of the tribulations that belong to this age. There will be an end to all the suffering and this valley of tears. We read in verse 17, “For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” After this there will be no more tears, for there will be no more death, illness, pain or suffering.
	In our Psalmody from Psalm 149 God’s saints are called “children of Zion”. They are singing a new song. The old song was of God’s deliverance of his children in the Exodus, especially at the Red Sea. But the new song is of an even greater deliverance. A deliverance from sin, death, and the devil. It will, of all things, take place at the judgment, which the Psalmist describes as God taking vengeance on the nations and punishment on the peoples. But in verse 4 we read, “For the Lord takes pleasure in his people, he adorns the humble with salvation.” Part of the joy for the humble who receive God’s salvation is precisely this, that all evil doers are judged, fettered, and removed from polite company. In the Psalm there is not only singing, but dare I say it, there is dancing with the accompaniment of tambourine and lyre. “Hey, Mr. Tambourine Man, play a song for me / I'm not sleepy and there is no place I'm going to / Hey, Mr. Tambourine Man, play a song for me / In the jingle jangle morning I'll come following you.” Did Bob Dylan have this psalm in mind? I have no idea…
	In the Second Reading from 1 John 3, the first three verses, the saints are once again called children, but this time the children of Zion are called the children of God! Here baptized believers can be assured that they are already children of God, even though all that it means to be a child of God has yet to appear and be realized. So, the faithful are encouraged to remain hopeful and to fix their gaze on Christ until that day when we see Him face to face. This is called the Beatific Vision. It will be to behold absolute beauty. It will bring ultimate joy. It will be to bask and share in Christ’s glory which is light and life. In our Gospel reading it is promised for the pure in heart, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”
	And that leads us to the Gospel Reading. This is the start of what is known as Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. I am more than pleased to inform you that it was a long sermon, all of chapters five, six, and seven. But our reading this morning is just the introduction. It would seem to be encouragement to Jesus’ disciples who will have a tough row to hoe in this age. A ninefold blessing is pronounced upon and promised to Jesus’ disciples. This includes receiving mercy, being comforted, inheriting the kingdom of heaven, and seeing God. These promises are meant to help the saints endure the tribulations that belong to this age along with the persecution often directed toward Christians. Jesus sums up the matter in Matthew 5:12 when He says, “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” It is always nice to know that you are in good company.
III. Beholding What Is Both Now And Not Yet
	In the time that remains for this message I want us to consider the three verses of our short Second Reading from 1 John 3. They speak volumes. Verse 1 reads, “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are. The reason why the world does not know us is that it did not know him.” I like the King James Version with the use of ‘behold’ instead of ‘see’. “Behold what manner of love the Father has given to us.” The New International Version uses ‘lavished” instead of ‘given’ Behold seems more admiring. Even worshipful. And lavish seems more extravagant and generous. So, what are we to behold and admire? God’s love revealed in God’s Word, the Bible. And Scripture promises that through Word and Sacrament God has made and named us His children. Think of what that implies!
	Then verse 2 reads, “Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is.” Already, but not yet! This is the story of our lives as disciples of our Lord Jesus. Look around the room. You are looking at saints. Does it look like it? Don’t answer that. Trust me, if we are exercising the gift of faith given us in baptism, we are a work in progress. God is shaping us into what we are meant to be. It reminds me of the bumper sticker with the words, “Please be patient with me, God is not finished with me yet.” The project will only be completed when we see our Lord face to face. In other words, we will be fully like our Lord when Christ returns at the end of the age. Even now we are being conformed to His image. But then we will be completely changed, as 1 Corinthians 15:51-52 declares. “We shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed.”
	Finally, verse 3 reads, “And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure.” Pay attention to the word ‘purify’. It comes from the same Greek word for a saint, and for holiness. The purifying is all God’s work. And it begins with the original washing away of our sins. Think here of baptism and receiving the gifts of God by faith. In this initial act we are given ‘right-standing with God’. We are cloaked in Christ’s righteousness. Then begins God’s work known as sanctification. It is His work. But it is worked in and through us, not without us. And we are being shaped into what we are declared to be, little by little, and not always in easily measurable ways. The completion of this work will be on the day of Resurrection at Christ’s return. Then the big change will come. And we will be like Him. Verse three is telling us that as we behold God’s love and gifts, and put our hope in Him, this very hope is purifying us. In other words, the more we are drawn to Him, the more the One who is light and life rubs off on us. Saints are those who put their hope in Christ!
And Now a Final Word – So, who are the saints? As baptized believers you and I are. And we are not alone. In the words from our Collect “[God has] knit together [His] faithful people of all times and places into one holy communion, the mystical body of [His] Son, Jesus Christ.” Each stitch connected and interlocked. And so, for those of us still walking around in this age we are already connected to those whose rest is won and who are very much alive with Christ in Heaven. They are the Church triumphant. And they will be on hand with our Lord to welcome us, the Church militant into the fullness of God’s Kingdom. Meanwhile we take inspiration as we continue to fight the good fight and to run the race with endurance as we look to Jesus the author and pioneer of our faith. Amen.
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