A few weeks ago, I asked the question, where is the prayer that means something? Where are
the prayers of the bible that shake buildings, change lives, and heal sickness? I mean, other
than when we invite Richard to do our prayers of the people? Where are the prayers that usher
us into the throne room of God?
Let's take a look at major instances where people met with the living God, shall we?
Abraham
First, consider Abraham. Back when he was still Abram, he encountered God. Sure, he had
money after that. But his life was not a bed of roses. He left his family, and wandered around.
He missed his father's death. Couldn't have children. Family division, people sleeping with
people who shouldn't be sleeping with people. Even once he held his son in his arms, it wasn't
until after his death that God's promise would be fulfilled, and that only after four hundred years
of slavery for his descendants.
Moses
Take Moses for example: Consider this reluctant leader of God's chosen people. First he runs in
fear of his life, to the furthest corner of non-civilization. Even the goats talked with a uneducated
twang where Moses found himself. It was in wildest wilderness of the middle of nowhere that
Moses is spending his days, avoiding the long arm of Pharaoh's law, where he encounters God
for the first time, is struck with leprosy, healed, given his identity and vocation. Later on, he can't
get enough of lonely, removed places. He sits on a mountain for days, weeks at a time to be
with God. In one memorable moment, Moses received the law from God while on the mountain.
Consider Elijah, in his moment of desperation, fear and loneliness. God calls him up a
mountain, and there demonstrates all of the extremes of nature that the ancient Jewish mind
experiences with fear: fire, lightning, wind. Yet after persevering through these things, it is in the
silence that God actually passes by Elijah, speaks to him, shows him his presence.
Combine this idea with Jesus and the woman caught in adultery? We have many conspiracy
theories about what Jesus was writing on the ground, but one actual effect of this is evident right
in the text: Jesus slows down the pace of events, slows down the conversation, and slowly, so
slowly, the leaders see the right path forward, and they leave their spurious testing of Jesus.
They retreat in the face of Jesus' patience, his willingness to sit.
Later on, the disciples are forbidden to get to work. Imagine this. They have seen the
resurrected Christ! They know that Messiah has come, that Jesus has risen from the dead.
They have legally binding testimony of multiple witnesses that they can share. They will never
be more motivated to go out and tell people what they know! I'm sure that they might slip in a
few I told you so's, but really where is the harm in that? And Jesus takes their fervor and
enthusiasm to begin to set up his kingdom, and he tells them to wait. Wait for the power of the
Holy Spirit. Wait.
Even these prayers of John in revelation; they come from the saints and martyrs underneath he
altar in Revelation chapter 6:9-11. Let's look at that shall we?
First of all, I have to wonder about their location. After all, how do you wind up under an altar?

There is only one way.
By getting sacrificed.
Do you think that it is reasonable that these saints did not call out to God in their pain as they
were tortured, and killed for following Jesus? I don't. Just like Elijah on the mountain side, these
saints have faced the fire, the lightning, the rain. The Roman military machine has hunted them
down, tortured them, killed them. Yet in the heat of the moment, when they think that extending
their lives, or stopping the pain is the ultimate goal, their prayers go unheeded.
And they suffer. And they die.
But even death can't silence their prayers. So they continue to cry out to God from under the
altar! And what is their cry?
How long O Lord! How long until you vindicate us? Now, I find that interesting. They know that
God will act. They simply don't understand why they are waiting. The rest of the book is about
God's response to their prayer. Their vindication is not just that they have revenge, but rather
that all evil is finally ended, and God's kingdom is fully, tangibly, physically here.
I think that this is important to note. They don't ask the question, "Will you vindicate us?" That is
assumed. They ask WHEN!
And God's response is thus: Wait. Rest. I hear you.
Finding rest in the middle of suffering can be impossible! Consider the Israelites in Isaiah
chapter 30. The were surrounded on every side by enemies who wanted their blood. In
desperation, they sought after an alliance with Egypt, with her chariots, horses, and vast army.
Yet God says to them that what they really need is to stop scurrying around, trying to solve their
problem on their own, and seek God. Isaiah 30:15 says, "In repentance and rest is your
salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength. But you would have none of it." And they
wouldn't. They continued to scurry around like an ant hill that has been dug up, as though they
had a hope of prevailing against the forces arrayed against them.
And so they were routed.
What is it about the power of waiting? Of slowing things down? Of taking time to hear from
God? Recall with me, patience is one of the fruits of the Spirit listed by Paul.
What happens when you combine suffering with patience and prayer?
You gain perspective. The heat of the moment is taken from your decisions. Judgement
improves, because time has a habit of removing inflamed passions. Time to think, time to listen,
time to study scripture all combine to move our perspective from centering on pain, hardness
and death to God. When we read scripture, and marinade in it, God fills the center of our
perspective, and a very good story begins to unfold.

Common thought of Jesus' time was that suffering was the result of sin. Jesus didn't agree with
that, and neither will I promote that line of thinking. Much of our suffering seems completely
pointless, cause-less, arbitrary. Stopping to rest does not stop us from suffering. But it does give
us a chance to look for God in the midst of it. It allows us an opportunity to remember the story
of God. The story of the God of Abraham, Moses, Elijah, and the disciples.
It is a story of a God that is sovereign.
It is a story of a God that is Good.
It is a story of a God who intervenes constantly, and who acts righteously, and justly, and with
compassion and love. And it is a God who provides.
What allows the martyrs to rest are the very stories of Abram, Moses, Elijah, Jesus, the
disciples. The stories of God's rescue of the Israelite's from slavery, provision for them in the
desert. Of Jonah in the whale and the Ninevites who needed to repent.
So, where is all of this compassion, love and justice when the saints are dying?
Look at verse 11 again. God waits until the full number of their brothers and sisters are killed.
How on earth does this line up with the God that we want to hear about?
Luke 15 sheds light on this strange verse. Friends, this is the good shepherd who leaves 99
sheep to look for one lost one, or who spends all kind of resources in oil and celebration to find
a lost coin. This is a God who becomes undignified at the sight of his one lost son, and who
leaves his guests to go outside and plead with his other lost son to celebrate with him. This is
the God who will ask us to suffer, even to die, in the brokenness of our existence if there is even
one more who will join the kingdom. This is the only moment in history when God will say,
"Enough. It is finished." God will not leave even one sheep lost. Only God can know when the
full harvest has been taken, the sheep, the coin, the son, is found.
It is so hard to view our pain through that lens. But in doing so, we become like Jesus: our
suffering, our hurt, our brokenness, continues through the passage of time so that one more can
know the goodness of God, the wholeness of his kingdom after our physical death, so that that
one more soul can experience life with God! Praise be to God, and give us strength to endure
such hard truth!
Back to our saints under the altar, their prayer is for vengeance from the hand of God, and they
are told to wait. In Revelation 8, their prayers are described as smoke that rises from the altar.
Then fire from the altar is taken and hurled to the earth.
What happens here, is that while the saints are told to wait and they are given white robes. The
next thing that occurs is all of heaven goes silent. God's throne room is described as a noisy,
raucous place, full of shouts and worship, call and response, celebration. But it all goes silent,
and in that silence, the prayers are heard. In Revelation, white is a symbol of Victory. The
martyrs are clothed from the hand of God. The message here is that perseverance,
remembering who God is, brings victory and rest. True life, true rest, really winning, comes hard
won with trust in the God of Moses, Elijah, the disciples. Trust in the truth that, even if we suffer,
even if we die, God is still good. And he delivers.

While all of heaven waits, their prayers rise up like incense. This to me is one of the most
powerful images of all of scripture. Incense smoke fills a room, it permeates and flavors
everything. It surrounds the occupants, and changes the very atmosphere of a room. It winds up
being inhaled and exhaled.
Now consider. The room filled with the prayers of the saints is the very throne room of God. The
lips that it passes over as it is inhaled are those of YHWH Elohim, the covenant God who made
such promises as, "I will never leave you, nor forsake you," and, "I know the plans I have for
you, plans to prosper you and to give you a future," and other promises (mostly given,
incidentally to people suffering incredible circumstances). The incense is drawn in on God's
breath into his lungs, into the very being of God. He tastes it, smells it, brings it into himself.
When he speaks, it's perfume is on his breath. Once the coals of the alter are hurled to the
earth, the end happens, and the martyrs are vindicated. Fully. The rest of the book describes the
experience from the perspective of those not under the altar!
Here is what we learn from this.
Prayer is a mystical, miraculous conversation with the living God. But the primary message of
prayer in Revelation is this: it is full submission to God. It requires complete and utter trust in
him.
Once offered, prayer fills the throne room of the king of the universe. The issues that we raise
are no longer ours, but fully committed to God. A spent offering can no more take back
responsibility for the smoke that rises from it than we can take back responsibility for those
things that we offer to God.
Finally, God will act. And when he does, it will be according to his character.
Prayer that is effective, that shakes buildings and causes the sun and moon to stand still in their
orbit, prayer that heals the sick and stops slavery, prayers of power are not fundamentally about
indefinitely extending our life, or our health, or our wealth. It is fundamentally about throwing
ourselves fully and completely on the mercy of God Almighty, and trusting ourselves to his
actions. It is about coming to the realization that after all of our suffering, pain, and hurt,
something good happens. Life after death. And then, as NT Wright likes to say, life after life after
death, that is, the resurrection.
It matters that we suffer here. And it is hard. But I want to remind us to internalize the message
of the gospel of Jesus Christ, that no matter how awful things are right now, the story has a
good ending if you will submit yourself, fully and completely, to God through Jesus Christ.

