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Living in the Messy Middle
Revelation 1:4-8
Not many of us here today would start a novel the middle of
the way through. That’s a recipe for confusion. We wouldn't
know the personalities of the characters we now meet, nor
would we know what they had so far experienced. The story
would be incomprehensible. So we start where the author
intended, at the beginning.
But what if you were to begin at the end? What would it mean
to the story, and your enjoyment of it, if you knew how it was
going to end? Would it ruin the adventure, or would it enable
you to make sense of the unfolding action? Today we might be
able to answer that question, as we begin at the end, with the
Revelation of St John. Not only is it the last book in the Bible,
but it’s about the end, the end of the world, the end of time, but
most importantly the end, meaning the purpose to which God has subjected the world, in order to
bring about his new creation.
There’s a sense on which our lives are like starting a novel slap bang in the middle. We live in the
middle of the enormous sweep of history. Taken in isolation, how can we make sense of this
incredibly small fraction of time which is our earthly existence? If the universe is purposeless, and
our lives less than a blip in time, then who we are and what we do is pretty much meaningless. But
if frame our lives against the backdrop of the God who created the universe, and who will recreate
it perfect at the time of his choosing, then we can make sense of our place and our purpose. And
we can know our future.
We know the beginning. We’ve heard God speak creation into being.
We know that human beings were made as the climax of his creative
work: “Let us make human beings in our image, in our likeness.”
That’s where the story began for us, and God’s story and ours have
been intertwined ever since.
We’ve heard God’s most
important word, his Son, whose
life speaks eloquently and
powerfully of his love. “The
Word became flesh and made his
dwelling among us.” So fully did Jesus live among us that he
suffered and died for us. The cross is the most profound
statement of love. But not the last word, as we see in the
resurrected Jesus, who promises that he will be with us
always, until the end of time, as he ascends back to his Father.
That’s the story so far. But what happens now. We are
characters whose story is being written on the back of the
opening chapters. It’s a somewhat messy story, and often
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appears to be messily written. We confess God's good creation, we believe in the life-giving death
and resurrection of Jesus, but we live in the middle, where good and bad intermingle, and where we
ourselves struggle with the sin within. Where is the story going? We find, in the words of Eugene
Peterson, that 'between the believed but unremembered beginning and hoped-for but unimaginable
ending there are disappointments, contradictions, not-to-be-explained absurdities, bewildering
paradoxes, each of them a reversal of expectations.’
God’s people of all times and places have lived out the world changing message of Jesus Christ
against the backdrop of an antagonistic and largely unsympathetic world. This was especially true
of those people to whom John first wrote. Living in the messy middle and confessing hope in
Christ wasn’t just messy, but downright dangerous. The faithful were being martyred. Others were
losing all their possessions, or being imprisoned. Where’s the longed-for victory of God over sin,
death, and the Evil One?
The question that the book of Revelation answers is this: “Who is the God whom we confess, at
the risk of our lives? And how is he with us in this persecution? What’s really behind all of this? Is
the faith worth even dying for?” In order to give courage to the early Christian in their adventure
of faith, and in order to encourage them to stand firm, God reveals to John how the story is going
to end. The first chapter of God's cosmic story was good. The last chapter will be good beyond
belief. Just how good is seen in these opening words: “Grace and peace to you.”
These are the standout qualities of God. The grace of God
stronger than the graceless-ness of our world, and particularly
our modern, efficiency driven world, where not grace but
performance is the key-word, where we have to increasingly
justify our existence through longer hours at work and more
demands on our time.
Peace is also God's gift, the wholeness that God brings to all creation
through Jesus. In the middle of the noise and clutter of everyday life,
God stand gently but awesomely, ruling, changing, creating, bringing to
completeness.
Grace and peace come “from him who is and who was, and who is to
come.” God broke into history after hearing the cries of his chosen
people Israel, suffering under the burden of slavery. God gave his name to Moses: “I am who I am.”
God says: “I am involved in your life through his Holy Spirit, and in the person of Jesus Christ my
Son. He lived in the messy middle. He experienced the fullness of human life: temptation,
tiredness, rejection, betrayal, joy, suffering. He so completely lived for you that he became sin on
your behalf.”
Jesus helps us make sense of our lives in the messy middle. Jesus is the faithful witness. He
testifies to the nature of God. His life says boldly and courageously that God doesn’t want to
destroy us, but rehabilitate us. Why else would he lay his Son’s life on the line? He witnesses to the
power of God to destroy evil, and bring everlasting good in its place.
Jesus he is also the firstborn from the dead. Like all people, he died. But
unlike all others, he rose from the dead, quite without precedent, through
the power of his Almighty Father. As ever living Lord, he stands at the front
of the line of the many who will be made alive through what he has done.
His resurrection is a guarantee of, and a pointer toward, the risen life that
we have in Christ. “Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the first
fruits of those who have fallen asleep.”
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Jesus is the “ruler of the kings of the earth.” This is often not easy to see or confess. The world
seems to be balancing on the edge of chaos. Take the current crisis between Israel and Hamas.
But the story will end with God asserting his authority over all who think that they have ultimate
power. As Paul reminds us in Philippians 2: “For by him all things were created; things in heaven
and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things
were created by him and for him.”
But the heart of Jesus’ work, and the turning point of the
story of God is that Jesus now frees us “from our sins by his
blood.” This is how we can live joyfully and hopefully in the
messy middle. We know how the story ends, and this ending
means that we can get on with living, without worrying about
what the future holds, and whether we’ve got our lives sorted
out and parcelled up. The future is truly in his hands, and our
future is therefore certain.
And God brings his future into our messy middle. Jesus
forgives us through the water of baptism, and the bread and
wine of Holy Communion. He frees and equips us to live a
meaningful existence in the in-between times. He helps us to
make sense of the pain and the pleasure that marks our life
story, and he sets our sights on something much bigger than we can create by ourselves.
He “has made us to be a kingdom and priests
to serve his God and Father...” Christ is
King, and his kingdom rule comes into
people’s lives through us: through the way we
live for others and the way we pray for them.
John’s vision shows us that the story of Jesus'
life and death has become our story; in his
death we die, and through his resurrection,
we live. God's future is breaking in on our
lives, day by day. One day all the world will see
what God has been working at behind the scenes: “Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every
eye will see him.” The story ends with a bang, not a whimper. It’s going to be a scary day for those
who written God out of the story of their lives. Those who have cut him dead will be cut to the
quick. The God who had the first word will have the last. “I am the Alpha and the Omega...who is,
and who was, and who is to come.”
Life can be very messy, complex, demanding and confusing. When
we are in the middle of it we can so easily lose sight of the big
picture. Never forget that you are part of God’s story. You know
how it ends. Live and love, secure in the knowledge of how your
story will end too. Amen.
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