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I can still remember the first sermon I ever gave. It wasn’t in a church with stained glass windows like ours. It
wasn’t in a Presbyterian church. I hadn’t even been to seminary, and in fact, [ wasn’t even in America. My home
church was on a mission trip to the small village town of Morelia, in Guatemala, just southeast of where our
current mission teams go. We were there because of a school we sponsored there and while I knew that we’d have
worship, I did not know that it was expected for the visiting mission group to also take part in that worship, and
that one of us would have to prepare a message. I got asked to do so.

I recall writing a message in English and delivering that message with pauses while a translator shared my 2
Timothy 1 sermon in Spanish. I recall this remote village with dirt roads, chickens wandering about, and a tiny
room with wooden benches and plastic chairs and a metal tin roof over our head serving as the sanctuary where
we had first gathered to join the natives in worship. Many of the songs I did not know, then a familiar tune of
“How Great is Our God” reached my ears. It was in that moment that [ remember realizing we were worshipping
the same God, and I wasn’t among strangers, [ was among family.

Additional mission trips took me to Haiti more than once to Bwa galét, Boudarié, and Riviére Froide where we
joined in worship inside cinderblock churches, painted white, yet with carved out open window spaces that
allowed a breeze to pass inward and the sound of our worship to flow outward to the ears of any passersby. Praise
songs were sung from the diaphragm, pushing every single word out with the utmost joy and volume. Expressions
of Bondye Benayou “God bless you” in Haitian Creole were exchanged between song and message, and again
between song and message for close to 120 minutes or more, yet we were all there because of Jesus.

Later, my seminary education granted me the opportunity to travel to Seoul South Korea for 9 days where I
witnessed the extreme devotion of Korean Christians committed to Jesus so much that they would gather in the
very early mornings just to pray in their sanctuary for an hour before they went on about their day. From Korea
we traveled to Beijing, Nanjing, and Shanghai China visiting seminaries, the largest bible printing factory in the
world, but we also worshipped in public churches. All I had heard about the underground church was contrasted
with the name of Jesus being openly proclaimed in worship and even printed and shipped across the globe. I even
remember seeing a braille version of the Bible being printed, and it was being operated by a Chinese man who
was himself a blind man. No, the church in China did not look like this one, but the name being proclaimed
there was the same.

In October of 2023 this congregation sent Paige and I to visit with one of our missionaries in London England. A
nation whose identity is built on the bedrock of Christ, yet which is more post-Christian in faith today. Still, we
worshipped not in a cathedral, but in an upstairs contemporary setting above a coffee shop with a praise band.
Families of all skin tones were present, even families with infants wearing headphones were present and
worshipping next to us while God was praised in song with guitar, bass, drum set and keyboard. A different
setting, a different culture, yet the familiar name of Jesus was there.

Have you ever wondered what this was all about? Have you ever paused one Sunday morning and thought, what
is this church idea all about?’ Have you ever had a different worship experience somewhere? Have you ever
wondered why you can drive down to Cades Cove and all through the hollers of TN and not find anything and
yet you will find an old white church? Have you noticed that? All of my worshiping experiences have made me



ponder a lot about the church, especially as someone whose daily vocation is wholly committed to it, and I think
it is healthy to ask what exactly makes the church, the church? Why do we keep doing this and why do we
believe in one holy catholic church? Every single one of these worshipping experiences felt different, and yet
every single one of them felt strangely familiar. So, I kept pondering and trying to put my finger on it; why do
humans everywhere engage in this church practice of worship? What draws us to do this?

[Read Revelation 7:9-17] After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from
every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb,
robed in white, with palm branches in their hands. 10 They cried out in a loud voice, saying, “Salvation
belongs to our God who is seated on the throne and to the Lamb!”11 And all the angels stood around the
throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne
and worshiped God, 12 singing, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and
power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” 13 Then one of the elders addressed me, saying,
“Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?” 14 I said to him, “Sir, you are the one
who knows.” Then he said to me, “These are they who have come out of the great ordeal; they have washed
their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 15 For this reason they are before the throne of
God and worship him day and night within his temple, and the one who is seated on the throne will shelter
them. 16 They will hunger no more and thirst no more; the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat,
17 for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of the
water of life, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

The Word of the Lord, Thanks Be to God.

Every Sunday we have an earthly perspective of what makes the church, the church here in Sequoyah Hills. But
John gives us a heavenly perspective. A gathering of people too great to be numbered, and how does John describe
these people? Well, they’re not from one nation, they’re from every nation just as God promised Abram in
Genesis 12 that “all the families of the earth will be blessed through you.” What tribe are they from, John? Well,
they’re from every tribe.

Oh, and what people are they from? Every people!
And what language are they speaking, John? All languages.

I see, and where are all these people? They’re standing before the throne and before the Lamb. They’re
overcomers.

And John, what are all these people wearing? They’re robed in white because they’ve all been washed by the
blood of the Lamb.

I see, and one last question John, while you’re looking at all of these people, where are all of these people looking?
That’s the thing, they’re all looking to God and to the Lamb at the center of the throne.

Friends, what makes the church the church? What draws people from every nation and every tribe and
every language to worship and pray with everything in them? IT°S BECAUSE WE’RE ALL LOOKING TO
THE SAME LAMB.

The word catholic comes from a Greek word meaning 'universal' or 'according to the whole.' See, as the early
church spread across the Roman Empire, Christians were scattered by persecution, and false teachers were
establishing rival groups. Therefore, believers needed a way to confess that Christ has one Church. Not one nation.
Not one language. Not one style of worship. One people gathered by one Lord.

That's why, as early as around A.D. 107, Ignatius of Antioch could write, 'Where Jesus Christ is, there is the
catholic Church.' He wasn't describing an institution headquartered in one city. He was confessing what John had



already seen in Revelation: wherever people belong to Jesus Christ, they belong to His one worldwide
Church.

Moreover, this vision John received isn’t just waiting in heaven in the future, God is actively gathering His people
now. In fact, I continue to be inspired by another missionary (Tom’s) testimony working with Overland Missions
in Angola Africa. You may recall Sonny sharing more about Tom in the mission spotlight a few weeks ago. Tom
and his team drive as far as they can to these remote places of Africa looking for people who haven’t heard the
gospel message yet. When they have gone as far as their vehicles can take them, they get out and continue on foot
until they come across tribes they’ve not yet visited. The most remarkable part of Tom’s testimony however is
that when the gospel takes root in the lives of these tribes, Tom and his team don’t prescribe “now here is how
you worship God”, rather they share best practices grounded in biblical principles. For example, it would be
good if God is worshipped regularly, you decide what regularly looks like in your context. It would be good if
God is prayed to and praised in song. You decide what that looks like. It would be good if God’s word is read and
proclaimed and the sacraments observed. You make it fit your own context. Then the tribal people do! They create
their worship by faithfully looking to Christ and trusting that they would be washed clean from their sins by his
grace and mercy.

Now, I should add a footnote here: *this doesn't mean that anything called “worship” is automatically faithful
worship. The church throughout history has always cared about truth because Jesus himself cares about truth and
that topic alone could make for another sermon series. Friends, notice how the multitude is not gathered because
they all had the same worship style, but neither are they gathered around anything they invented for
themselves. * They are gathered around the same Lamb who has washed them, the same Lamb who has
redeemed them, and the same Lamb who has called them His own.

This is why John Calvin would say that where the Word of God is rightly proclaimed and the Sacraments are
rightly administered, there we find the marks of Christ's church. Sure, the expressions will differ. Languages will
differ. The songs will differ. But the church remains the church when it is gathered around the Lamb Jesus Christ.

John is reminding us that our own expression is not the only faithful expression of the church and that God is still
gathering His multitude still today. Every time you profess you believe in the holy catholic church, your tendency
might be to focus on the church itself. John is saying, “No, look again. The church doesn’t look at itself. It
looks to the Lamb.” People from all over the world devote themselves to worship, prayer, praise, and the teaching
of Jesus—not because Christianity is merely their tradition, but because they have discovered someone worthy
of their lives. When they look to Jesus, there is no other thing, place, or relationship in all creation that
satisfies the human heart the way he does. KEEP LOOKING TO THE LAMB! This is your invitation to know
Jesus more because the Lamb is not just the center of the church here in Revelation 7. He is the only reason the
church exists at all.

May we worship God and the Lamb faithfully with full hearts here in our own context. Yet may we do so
remembering that one day we’ll be doing so with the believers in Morelia, the faithful in Haiti, the saints in Korea,
the disciples in China, the Christians in England, and those that look to the Lamb in Angola. For it is the Lamb
alone who makes the church, the church. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



