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Lessons: Revelation 7:9-17; 1 John 3:1-3. 
 
 When I was in college, one of our favorite movies was Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid 
with Paul Newman and Robert Redford. At one point in that movie, Butch and Sundance are trying 
to escape from the authorities, but whatever they do, they simply cannot shake those who are 
following them. Butch finally turns to Sundance and asks: “Who the … are those guys?” 
 Our rowing coach used to say that he hoped that when we were racing, the other boats would 
look at us and ask the same question: who the…are those guys? He said that he hoped that even if 
another boat took a lead, we needed to hold on and keep following until they eventually broke down, 
because they couldn’t shake us, because we persevered. Every other team ought to be looking at us 
asking, Who the…are those guys? 
 That same question is asked in our reading today from the book of Revelation. It is a book 
that is often misunderstood. Revelation is not a prediction of events that are going to happen in our 
time, it isn’t another Nostradamus book, rather this is a letter written to the churches in Ephesus and 
Pergamum and Philadelphia (in the Roman Province of Asia, not Pennsylvania) and to other churches. 
John wrote to help them make sense of their situation at that time and our understanding today grows 
from the meaning that those original readers knew.  

John wrote to a people who were misunderstood, and who knew about suffering and 
persecution and injustice, with a call to persevere, to be faithful and true. John proclaims God’s 
sovereignty, the fact that God is in charge, that God is working in history and although people may 
continue to suffer now, their victory has already been won. The message of Revelation is that God’s 
people should remain faithful, they should persevere, because God is ultimately in charge and contrary 
to popular opinion or experience God’s victory is already assured.  
 So our reading begins: “I saw a huge crowd, too huge to count. Everyone was there—all 
nations and tribes, all races and languages. And they were standing, dressed in white robes and waving 
palm branches, standing before the Throne and the Lamb and heartily singing: Salvation to our God 
on his Throne! Salvation to the Lamb! All who were standing around the Throne--Angels, Elders, 
Animals—fell on their faces before the Throne and worshipped God, singing: Oh yes! 
   The blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving, 
   The honor and power and strength, 
   To our God forever and ever and ever! Oh yes!”1 

This is an image of heaven given to a people who are in the midst of suffering. Everyone is 
there; we can’t count them all. They come from every place and people and they are now standing tall. 
So, someone asks: who are these people? And we discover in the answer that they are a little bit like 
those who followed Butch and Sundance in that they are people who don’t give up. They are people 
who have their eyes fixed and don’t lose their focus. They persevere. These are those who have come 
through the great tribulation and now are standing tall in the presence of God who makes sure that 
now there is no more hunger, no more thirst and no more scorching heat. The Lamb will shepherd 
them and lead them to spring waters of life. And God will wipe away every last tear from their eyes.2 

In the midst of their persecution and of their suffering, the Revelation to John proclaims to 
																																																								
1 Eugene H. Peterson, The Message. NAV Press. © 2002. 
2 Ibid. 
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the people that God has already defeated the powers of evil, of injustice, of hatred. They have lost 
their power.  
 Revelation is not about predicting the events of today or another day in the future. Rather it 
proclaims that God—the same God who led the people of Israel out of slavery and into the promised 
land, the same God who declared “I will be your God and you will be my people,” the same God who 
proclaimed that “you are precious in my sight and honored and I love you,” the same God who raised 
Jesus from the dead and promised never to leave us, the same God who spoke through John saying 
that we are God’s children now and what we will be has not yet been revealed, that God is working 
God’s purpose out and no one and no thing is capable ultimately of stopping that purpose. You may 
know suffering now, there may be injustice now, but the victory, God’s victory is already won.  
 That may be difficult to see right now. Here we are entering the eighth month of virtual 
worship, of not getting to see each other in person. Here we are in a time when our country is more 
divided than most of us have ever known and we have an election next week where all sides suggest 
it is the most consequential in our history. Here we are reckoning with systemic racism and continuing 
poverty, and that doesn’t really touch the pain that is present in many of our own lives right now. 
 Jill Duffield writes, “All Saints’ Day feels especially important this year. Perhaps the loss of so 
many lives to the coronavirus makes remembering those who entered the Church Triumphant 
particularly meaningful. Maybe I want a robust All Saints’ Day because so many memorial services 
and funerals could not take place in the full ways those departed children of God deserved and we 
needed. I know I need space to both mourn and rejoice with abandon, lamenting death but also 
celebrating the gift of life. All of these yearnings surface this year, but what I long for the most is a 
sense of perspective, a reminder of the long arc of history, the witness of people who came before me 
and kept the faith even under extraordinary circumstances. I need to hear the stories of disciples who 
weathered storms, made mistakes, took risks, failed or succeeded, but in all of it attempted to run the 
course set before them… 
 “A few months ago, I discovered a quote from the medieval mystic Meister Eckhart… 
‘Wisdom consists in doing the next thing you have to do, doing it with your whole heart, and finding 
delight in doing it.’ I printed it out and taped it to my computer screen. In a year of relentless upheaval, 
upended routines, grief upon grief, I desperately wanted wisdom and the thought of simply doing the 
next thing I needed to do brought relief. Do not consider two weeks from now or 10 months in the 
future, just do the next thing you must do: … clean the kitchen, make a dentist appointment. Just the 
next thing, do that and with my whole heart. Be fully present and attentive to that next thing. These 
two tidbits of mystical methodology I could manage. The third part proved a greater challenge: find 
delight in that needed-to-be-done next thing. Delight will not be the word of 2020… 
 “Delight in doing the next thing with all our heart comes, I think, only by faith, that assurance 
of things hoped for and conviction of things not seen. I need All Saints’ Day this year because I need 
that great cloud of witnesses to speak from the grave and tell me that there is more than meets the eye 
this year. God’s liberation comes after the plagues. Weeping lingers for a night, but joy comes in the 
morning. The home of God is among mortals. Every tribe and nation will unite in heavenly worship. 
Death does not have the last word and evil gets sent packing. I need to know the end of the story so 
that I can try to be faithful in this long and difficult chapter of it.”3 

Our passage from Revelation proclaims the end of the story. Salvation belongs to our God 
who even right now is at work creating something new in our midst. God has already defeated the 
powers of evil, of injustice, of hatred. They have lost their power. It may be difficult to see, but the 
victory has been won already. 

																																																								
3 Jill Duffield, For All the Saints, Presbyterian Outlook, October 26, 2020. 
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My great uncle Theodore Speers, liked to tell the story about visiting a church in England that 
has the following inscription: “In the year 1653 when all things sacred were throughout the Nation 
either demolished or profaned, Sir Robert Shirley Baronet, founded this church, whose singular praise 
it is to have done the best things in the worst times and hoped them in the most calamitous.”4  

Who are those people? They are those who have kept running and now stand tall, heartily 
singing in the presence of God, who calls us God’s children and who leads us to spring waters of life 
and wipes away every last tear from our eyes. When your going is difficult, remember this: the victory 
is already won. 

 
 

Let us pray: O God, in our own times of difficulty and suffering, help us to hear your voice and give 
us a vision of your future where we will join with a multitude beyond counting, singing your praise. 
In the name of Jesus we pray. Amen. 
 

																																																								
4 Inscription at The Ferrers Chapel of the Holy Trinity, Staunton Harold, Leicestershire, England. 


