PUTTIN' ON YOUR SUNDAY BEST
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In another time, and quite possibly still today, there was an unspoken, or perhaps not so unspoken, dress code for church. Men were to wear suits and ties, women long dresses and bonnets, children also, miniatures of their parents. The farmer's duds crusted with manure and the black dirt of the field were forbidden. Sandals and flip-flops were definitely a no-no. Shorts and jeans got the evil eye. If a woman wore pants, she was frowned at, whispered about, and generally made to feel as if she had committed a grave sin.  This is the Lord's day, the day to wear your Sunday best for the Lord, was the rationale.  


Today, most churches do not have such a dress code. There still remains, sometimes, that unspoken understanding that one should wear good clothes, but it is never enforced. Most churches are happy people show up, and if all they have is torn jeans and sandals to wear, so be it. We're glad you're here. Still, there is something to be said for wearing your Sunday best to church. 


In the book of Revelation, St. John is given a vision of the heavenly throne room, filled with the saints and martyrs and prophets and apostles and the heavenly seraphim and cherubim. The martyrs are honored with white robes. The twenty-four elders around the throne are decked out in white robes and gold crowns. The great multitude of saints, from all tribes and nations have had their robes washed and made white by the blood of the Lamb. The armies of heaven, the great and powerful legions of angels, are arrayed in fine linen, pure and white, sitting upon white horses. And before them all, above them all, sits the Lamb reigning in glory upon a brilliantly glorious, yes, you guessed it, white throne.  Heaven, it seems, has a dress code. Everyone wears white. Even God. 


 What a grand idea for the church on earth! Let's initiate a dress code. Not just any dress code, mind you. This will be a strict dress code, a dress code inspired by heaven's dress code. All shall from this time henceforth wear nothing but white. White suits for the guys. White dresses for the gals. Okay, white pants, too, if you really insist. But white. No color. White pants, white shirt, white bonnets, white socks and don't forget, white shoes. White from head to toe. And I see from several here that you have already started with your hair. Good for you.


After all, it's what you probably wore on the day you became a member of the Kingdom. That day, you were welcomed to the wedding banquet of the King. And even if you did not wear the traditional white garb of baptism, that's okay, because the Lord pulled out of his stock a white robe of righteousness and put it on you. Not just any white, though. Pure white. Brilliant white. Mr. Clean, shining bright with purity and holiness white. 


Can you imagine? Every Sunday, as you sit here and look around, all you would see is white. White is the symbol of cleanliness. White is the garment of salvation. White is the sign of wholeness and perfection. It's like a movie trailer for what heaven will look like. White rooms, white robes, white throne, white, white everywhere. Not a stain to be seen. 


Oh but wait. I see there is some hesitancy here, especially for those who are tasked with doing the wash in the family. Yes, I detect some eyes darting back and forth with trepidation and panic. You may be asking yourself if you have enough bleach. You may be writing yourself a note to pick up the 55-gallon drum of Oxy-Clean. Billy Mays would be proud. 


I once had a pair of white pants. Once. Well, sort of an off white, which got more off white with use. See, I'm one of those guys that was born with the common male malady of dirt magnet. Every time I put them on, my wife knew, without a doubt, there was going to be trouble. If she was a betting lady, she could have made her a million just in the first 30 days I had them.


She would predict, every time I put them on, that by the time we got back home, those pants would have numerous, NUMEROUS, she reiterated, stains, spots, and other assorted earthly remnants that were not to be on such attire. Of course, I would heartily object. You watch, I would say, you just wait and see. I'll come home clean as a whistle. Spic and Span, that's my middle name.


Right. Oh, look, they're playing volleyball! Two serves in, I had to, had to, mind you, sacrifice the body for the good of the team, diving for a ball, broad-stroking grass stains across both knees with an efficiency that would make Martha Steward cringe. The oil in the car needs checked, and about thigh level, I would have the marks of a dirty bumper. And of course, like all manly men, I would cut myself, most likely a finger or hand, and yes, you can see where this is going, after cleansing it and disinfecting it with my ultra-clean mouth, I would do what all men are trained to do, what all men must do, for we are MEN, wipe it across the WHITE PANTS.


And most, if not all of us know the frustrations and woes of washing whites. You can spray those stains, you can pre-treat them, but nothing completely works. I tried shouting it out, but my wife called down the stairs, wondering what the fuss was all about. 


What happens is that even if you do succeed in getting the stain out, a shadow remains, doesn't it? And it's usually enough of a shadow that you can see it, and that means others can see it as well. Then, what's the point of wearing the clothes ever again? They are ruined. Everyone will see that stubborn shadow of a spot and no amount of scrubbing or bleaching or rubbing will ever take it away. Rip it up and use it for rags.  


That's the trouble with wearing white, isn't it? Stains are easy to see, every stain, every speck of dirt, every smudge. They stick out like bright spotlights. Everyone can see them, no matter how slight the speck. The stains. The spots. Dirt just seems to be attracted to white more than any other color. 
The little boy sat down hard on his bed, crossed his arms over his chest and put on his best sad face. Beside him lay the clothes Mom had laid out. Ugh! Dress pants, an uncomfortable dress shirt, a tie! And a dress coat. And she had made it very plain that there were no other option. This was to be his attire for the whole day.


And, she added, since he was going to be dressed like a gentleman, she expected the same type of behavior. He was putting on his Sunday best, so he was to also don his best behavior. That meant sitting like a rock in the chair, swinging his legs over the edge. That meant no chasing the girls, with frogs in his hand, or picking up worms from the dirt to scare them. Nope. Best behavior.


Every little slip up, every slight transgression, every bad word or questionable action shows with embarrassing clarity. The little white lies end up being big black marks. And what's worse, for some unknown reason, people may not remember anything else, but they remember exactly where the stains are on your white robe. For years and years, no matter how many times you have washed those robes in the blood of the Lamb, no matter how many times you have asked and received the cleansing wine of God's absolution, still, they see them. The stains. The spots. The mistakes. 


It's kind of an unwritten thing that if you are wearing your best duds, you are also wearing your best behavior. You sort of get this feeling that bad behavior and Sunday's best clothes don't go well together. You just behave better, more decently, showing restraint and a proper upbringing, when dressed up.


How much more so if you were to wear white every day? You would be more conscious of acting on your best behavior. Which you already are experiencing as a follower of Jesus, aren't you?  People are watching. They've seen your white robe of righteousness and they love to inspect it for those shadows of previous stains. They thrill at finding a spot you missed. They expect you to be perfect all the time, don't they? They see those white robes of faith and they expect, no, they almost demand, you be on your best behavior. And they can't wait to catch you messing up. 


They won't have to wait long, will they? We're always dirtying up the robe. Every day, often with great frustration. Stains inevitably seep through from the sinner underneath. We can't hide them or cover them up. That's the trouble with white clothes. They show every little spot, every piece of dirt, every stain. 


But we know better. We have been told by our Lord, by the designer of these white robes, that the stains have been removed. Completely and forever. Sure, they may remember our past sins, much to our embarrassment and chagrin, but the most important person, God, does not. That's the beauty of these fine white robes we wear. They have this special fabric that releases any and all stains, with a special solvent. They are the easiest garments to clean in the whole world. 


The solution is to wash them in blood, of all things. Yea, go figure. I know, blood on white spells doom. Not this blood though. It is the blood of the Lamb. It is the blood of the righteous one, slain for the unrighteous ones. It is His precious, holy blood that removes the stains of our sins.


And what's more, it does it's work from the inside out. With just a little sip of wine and a little wafer, Christ's body and blood are the cleansing agents of heaven. All gone. Every smudge. Every slip-up, every lie, every lustful thought, every harsh word, every shameful act, every mistake, even the ones we did with purpose and glee. Not even a shadow of them remains. Not a trace. So clean that not even God's perfect vision can detect any trace. 


Each Sunday, when you come here with your white robes, white robes that like all of us, have been dirtied up from a week of wallowing in filth, God does the wash. While you wear them, no less. He runs your robes in the flowing river of the blood of the Lamb. He restores those robes to their original luster and brilliance. With the forgiveness that is our because of Christ, God makes our robes shine again like the sun. You walk out of here wearing the dazzlingly white, blazing robes of divine purity and holiness. 


And then, as always, you go back out there, out into your world again. With your glorious wedding garment that Christ gave you. It's the garment of faith, saving faith, faith that was given you by God, faith that is the clothing of the righteous. Yes, sadly, they'll get stained again. That's just the nature of things. And yes, the world will see you mess up and they'll often be quick to point out the stains. 


But what the world will also see, because of those white robes, is more white than stain. They’ll see your good works, done in grateful thanksgiving for Christ's death and resurrection, and praise the Father for those white robes of righteousness. Each good work you do serves to make those robes glimmer with the beauty of a faithful believer. 


And then, come on back next Sunday, to have them washed again. Every Sunday, they need it, don't they? That's alright, that's what Sunday worship and Sunday Communion are for. God knows the robes will get dirty, so he is prepared, in fact, He is eagerly waiting with undisguised love and grace, to wash your robes again. He can hardly wait to restore them to their original brilliant white they were. Then, He'll send you out again, to be His ambassadors wearing the righteousness that is yours by faith in Christ. 


And when God comes to take you home, be sure to be wearing your Sunday best. For on that day, those white robes you had to wash every Sunday? That day, they will be cleansed for the last time. One final cleaning and then, for all eternity, you will never again be frustrated at the spots that appear, at the streak of grime or stains of sin that appeared on them. For in heaven, you will join with the saints who are clothed in the white of perfection. 


What a sight that will be, won't it? On, but we don't have to wait till heaven to get a glimpse of that. Look around. Do you see them? Every Sunday, they are here. The saints of God, there and there and next to you, and you yourself. All dressed in their Sunday best, clothed in the perfectly pure white robe of righteousness by faith. I think this dress code just might catch on. What do you think? Amen. 
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