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Scripture: Revelation 7:9-17 (NIV) 

9 After this I looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, 

from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and before 

the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their 

hands. 10 And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on 

the throne, and to the Lamb.” 11 All the angels were standing around the throne and 

around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the 

throne and worshiped God, 12 saying: “Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks 

and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!” 13 Then 

one of the elders asked me, “These in white robes—who are they, and where did they 

come from?” 14 I answered, “Sir, you know.” And he said, “These are they who have 

come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in 

the blood of the Lamb. 15 Therefore, they are before the throne of God and serve him 

day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his 

presence. 16 ‘Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not 

beat down on them,’ nor any scorching heat. 17 For the Lamb at the center of the 

throne will be their shepherd; ‘he will lead them to springs of living water.’ ‘And God will 

wipe away every tear from their eyes.’” 

Sermon 

Would you pray with me? Open our ears and our hearts, oh Lord. Let us hear what we 

need to hear and show us what we need to do to become more faithful disciples of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. In His name we pray, amen. 

 How do you define success? Is it wealth, or fame, or position, or accomplishing a 

goal? I Googled “success quotes,” of which there are a multitude, many of which you 

may have seen on posters and classrooms in particular, memes and the like. Albert 

Einstein said that “if ‘A’ is success in life, then ‘A’ equals ‘x’ plus ‘y’ plus ‘z.’ Work is ‘x,’ 

‘y’ is play, and ‘z’ is keeping your mouth shut.” Abraham Lincoln said, “I’m a success 

today because I had a friend who believed in me, and I didn’t have the heart to let him 

down.” Winston Churchill, who was just full of amazing quotes, said, “Success is 

stumbling from failure to failure with no loss of enthusiasm.” I can identify with that one. 
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And the great entertainer of old and comedian W.C. Fields said, “If at first you don’t 

succeed, try, try again…then quit. There’s no use being a fool about it.” 

 Now, there are all kinds of great and inspirational quotes that are out there, but 

there is one thing in common amidst all of them. They all leave success up to the 

individual. Success is all up to us in these “wonderful” motivational sayings about 

success. 

 Then, of course, there’s story after story of people who achieved success by 

worldly means and standards; yet their life did not end well. Many of them, their lives 

ended prematurely for one reason or another. 

 But surely success equals happiness—or so we’ve been often taught to think. So 

perhaps the key to success lies in one’s perspective. Are we aiming for short-term 

success or long-term success? And there’s validity in both. 

 But what do those terms even mean? They vary from person to person for 

different reasons. For an addict in recovery, to get to the end of a day having achieved 

sobriety throughout that day is a huge success. One day at a time. That success is 

everything for an addict in recovery. But to others, it might not seem like such a big 

deal. 

 For a politician, we have known those who have had a long-term view of what 

success would look like, to push through healthcare for all, or to push through this 

agenda or that agenda, that’s been their life’s goal as a politician. But it seems here 

recently that for a politician, success varies depending on how the political winds are 

blowing at the moment. Of course, for one who is maybe like a doctor, certainly we 

would hope that they would have the long-term view of success, the long-term health of 

a patient being success. 

 But what about for us as followers of Jesus? What does success look like for us in 

faith? How do we know when we’re on the right track? How do we know when we’re 

winning? When we’ve maybe won, once and for all, if that’s even possible? 

 Our lesson today from Revelation chapter 7 tells us. John says, “After this I 

looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every 

nation, tribe, people, and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb. 

They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands.” John 

says that he sees this great multitude, and this great multitude of people that are too 

numerous to count are literally from all over the world. It tells us that, first and foremost, 

Christian victory is not monolithic. Christian success is not homogenous. In other words, 

Christian success doesn’t look like we all look the same to each other or talk the same. 

Sunday morning is still, in the 21st century, one of the most segregated times in America. 
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We’ll go to Walmart and get the best prices on toilet paper to stockpile together. But 

God forbid we worship together. That’s not how it’s going to look in the end, however. 

And I often say that when we get judgy about who we think will wind up in heaven and 

who won’t, we better be careful. Because we’re all going to be surprised when we get 

there by who we find there and who ain’t there. 

 Along those lines, as we go through Revelation here, one of the questions I get 

asked over and over, teaching through Revelation, teaching about the end and heaven 

and so forth, is: Will we recognize each other? Will we recognize, particularly, our loved 

ones? Our spouses, parents, grandparents, friends, family members, children, in the 

afterlife? Will we truly see one another one day again? And the answer is: Maybe. 

Maybe not, as far as recognizing each other. I certainly hope that it is true. It’s just not 

clear from the scriptures. I cannot wait to see my grandparents one day again. But 

where’s the focus of this group of multitude of people? Is it in a big family reunion where 

they’re embracing with their loved ones that they’re reunited with? No. Their focus is 

around the throne and before the Lamb.  

 In other words, while we certainly hope and pray that we will one day recognize 

our loved ones in the afterlife, the truth of the matter is that our worldly concerns, 

however valid and hopeful they may be, will pale in comparison to the truth of what will 

happen. We will be with Jesus. We will be worshiping around the throne of God, and that 

will be our focus first and foremost. 

 And so we’re told that this multitude is wearing white robes and they’re waving 

palm branches. This scene might call to mind, of course, for us the scene of Palm 

Sunday, where Jesus is riding into Jerusalem as a conquering King, as Roman generals 

and kings would come back from battle, from fighting wars. They would come back 

victorious, the townspeople would go out from the city gates and line the road to meet 

them. They would put these palm branches down to prevent the dust from coming up on 

them and their horses. But they would also wave these palm branches in the air as a 

symbol of victory. “Our king is victorious, and therefore as the king’s people, we are 

victorious as well!” And that’s exactly what this multitude is celebrating with these palm 

branches. 

 Remember last week I said anytime, as you read through the book of Revelation, 

you see a number or a color, nine times out of ten—in fact, I would say every time—it 

means something in particular. And if palm branches call to mind the symbol of 

victory—“our king is victorious, and we are victorious as well”—then what might the 

color white represent? Victory as well. Throughout the book of Revelation, white 

represents victory. And we read that these are victorious people in white robes. 
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 And so how did they win? We want to make sure we win in the end as well, right? 

So how did they win and how did they achieve their success? 

 “Then one of the elders asked me, ‘These in white robes, who are they and 

where did they come from?’ And I answered, ‘Sir, you know.’” The implication is, “Dude, 

you know a lot better than I. Could you clue me in?” “And he said, ‘These are they who 

have come out of the great Tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them 

white in the blood of the Lamb.’” These are they who have come out of the great 

tribulation of hardship and testing and persecution and famine and natural disasters and 

pandemics and 2020…and more, right? It certainly feels like a bit of a tribulation we’ve 

been going through, but remember again, brothers and sisters, here in America we have 

got it made in the shade still, today, compared to brothers and sisters in faith throughout 

the world, even today. 

 And so these that we celebrate are those who have come out of this great 

tribulation. They overcame this tribulation how? They voted in the right people into 

office, and those people took care of all this stuff, right? That’s what we hope is going to 

happen this week, right? Yeah…no. They washed their robes and made them white in 

the blood of the Lamb. 

 Huh? They washed their robes and made them white in…blood. What color is 

blood? Red. And you get blood on a garment, good luck getting it out, right? 

Incidentally, it’s one of the reasons most sanctuaries have red carpeting, so when you 

drip the grape juice after taking communion, it doesn’t show up as much, right? (You 

thought it was some symbolic color, right? Nope.) 

 That makes no literal sense. There is no way to bleach a garment in blood. That 

makes no literal sense to us. It’s what makes interpreting Revelation so hard for us, 

because we read this text with our literal, 21st-century modernized mindset. So no, it 

doesn’t make sense to that kind of mindset. So the implication becomes, well, then, if it 

doesn’t make literal sense to us, then it doesn’t make any sense, so we shy away from it, 

right? That’s why we don’t really mess with the book of Revelation, like the DS in my 

story from last week said. 

 But here’s the thing. Just because it doesn’t make literal sense to our mindset, 

doesn’t mean that it doesn’t make sense at all. In fact, it makes perfect sense, because it 

makes God sense. If white equals victory and success, how is that white symbolism 

achieved through the blood of Jesus? Not the blood of the military or the blood of the 

militia, gathering together in case the government gets too big for its britches. Not the 

blood of law enforcement to maintain law and order. Not the blood of rioters to protest 

whatever the government’s doing or not doing. It’s the blood of Jesus. The blood of the 

Lamb. 
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 The old hymn asks, “Would you be free from your burden of sin? / There is 

power in the blood, power in the blood / Would you over evil the victory win? / There is 

wonderful power in the blood.” 

 For followers of Jesus, true and ultimate success does not come through 

anything we have done or will ever do. Ephesians chapter 2, verse 8, tells us, “For it is 

by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not from yourselves. It is the gift 

of God, not by works, so that no one can boast.” However, in the Wesleyan tradition, we 

hold these things in tension. On the one hand, yes, there is nothing we can ever do to 

earn our salvation. But on the other hand, it’s grace that requires a response. Because 

for this multitude, it doesn’t say that God washed their robes. It says that they washed 

their robes. 

 Think of it like this: God is like the best parent that we could ever imagine or hope 

for in so many ways, right? And so, go with me here for a minute. God will provide the 

“detergent” for us. God will provide the washing machine for us. But friends, God is not 

going to go into the bedroom of your life and pick your dirty laundry up off the floor for 

you. Right? God will let us wear that same stinky, soiled outfit over and over, day after 

day, if we want to. It’s on us to avail ourselves to what God has provided and to wash 

ourselves in the blood of Jesus. 

 “Would you be whiter, much whiter than snow? / There’s power in the blood, 

power in the blood / Sin’s stains are lost in its life-giving flow / There’s wonderful power 

in the blood / There is power, power, wonder-working power / In the blood of the Lamb / 

There is power, power, wonder-working power / In the precious blood of the Lamb. 

 I’m reminded of a story in 2 Kings of Naaman, who by all worldly accounts was 

successful. He was a successful commander of the Syrian army, won all kinds of battles. 

And yet he had leprosy. And so, a servant girl told him that there was a prophet in Israel 

who could help him. So he made this long journey, brought the prophet all these gifts. 

He ends up at Elisha’s house, and Elisha won’t even come out and talk to him. Elisha 

sends out a servant and said, “Tell him, you see that river over there? The Jordan 

River? Go bathe in that seven times, and you’ll be healed.” And Naaman got incensed. 

Naaman was mad. He was successful in the world’s eyes. He was this great general. 

And how dare this great prophet not even have the respect to come out and talk to him 

face to face! Plus, go take a bath? Don’t you think I’ve tried that already? What’s so 

special about your river over my rivers back home? I’ve traveled all this way for you to 

tell me, “Go take a bath in your river?” Pssh. Whatever.  

 He got ready to leave and his servants pleaded with him and said, “Look. If this 

guy asked you to do something powerful and amazing to be healed, wouldn’t you go do 
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it? Just go, try it.” He did, and he was healed when he washed. And his point of view 

changed. He vowed to worship no other God from that point on but the God of Israel. 

 And in Revelation we read that when we’re washed in the blood of the Lamb, our 

point of view changes as well, to an orientation of worship of God. Not just on Sunday 

mornings, but worship as a lifestyle. We sing with the saints, “Salvation belongs to our 

God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” And in this, one of my favorite passages 

in Revelation—forget all the weird stuff in Revelation for a minute. Hear these promises 

of God. “Therefore they are before the throne of God, this multitude, and serve Him day 

and night in His temple. And He who sits on the throne will shelter them with His 

presence. Never again will they hunger. Never again will they thirst. The sun will not 

beat down on them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne 

will be their shepherd. He will lead them to springs of living water. He will wipe every 

tear from their eyes.” 

 Friends, I don’t know about you, but that’s the success, the victory, that I long for. 

 Last week I said that Revelation, when read in the light of true biblical prophecy, 

tells us about the future, but in a way that helps us live more powerfully and fruitfully in 

the present. It reorients our perspective as we might pursue success, so that we’re 

worshiping God. We’re keeping the main thing, the main thing. We’re keeping that long 

term, that eternal view in all that we do.  

It’s this multitude that we celebrate on this Sunday of the church year, All Saints 

Sunday. We celebrate those who have found eternal success and victory in the cross of 

Jesus by the washing of their robes. We celebrate those who have taught us through 

their example how to find that victory. We celebrate those who weren’t concerned as 

much with success in this life as they were with faithfulness to God. We celebrate those 

who we might emulate, saying, “If they did it, we can do it, too.” 

Considering our eternal future helps us live more powerfully today, especially in 

light of all the craziness going on, and especially in light of this coming week and the 

days and weeks and months to come. But how do we do so practically? What is it that 

we can do differently? 

We can turn back to basics, to our United Methodist vows, to our prayers, our 

presence, our gifts, our service, and our witness. And if we have fallen off the wagon in 

any of those, to ask the Lord for forgiveness and get back on the wagon and try again. 

Lynn Sweet, who is a pastor and theologian, said this--and I preface this Tweet he 

sent yesterday by saying this week one or the other party, probably both, actually, will 

claim success. And when those who we have voted for claim success and victory, it’s 

natural for us to say, “Ha! We’re powerful. We have the majority. We have control.” 
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Whatever the case might be, and that’s a perfectly natural thing to think. But Lynn Sweet 

says this: “Give yourself permission to be powerful. But not the power of the world found 

in success, but the power found in service, forgiveness, grace, and love. Look for the 

uniforms of the powerful. Not medals and trophies, not Teslas and Tiffanies. But look for 

the towels and the trowels, for the aprons and the shawls. When I think about one of the 

greatest saints of my life, that’s exactly what she wore.” 

This day we give thanks for all those saints from whom their labors rest. For all of 

those who we carry still in our hearts and lives, and especially those who we have lost 

over the course of the last year, members and friends of us here at Trinity United 

Methodist Church. 

Let us be in prayer as we give thanks for these saints of God. For all your saints 

who from their labors rest we give you thanks and praise, oh God. For all of those who 

have made us a part of who we are, especially those who have mentored us in the ways 

of Jesus and have encouraged us in our lives of faith, we give thanks and praise. We 

pray that we might emulate that part of them which draws us closer and closer to you, 

and that you might keep our faith strong in you as they kept their faith strong, until that 

great and glorious day when we will be reunited for sure with them around your throne. 

And even as we pray we might recognize them and hug their necks and kiss them once 

again, we give you thanks that no matter what, we will be with you and you will be our 

shepherd, and you will wipe every tear from our eyes. You will provide for our every 

need, and we will worship you together. 

So, God, hear us as we give thanks for these saints, members and friends of 

Trinity Church: 

• Buzz Cooper 

• Dottie Stevens 

• Jeanne Groves 

• Mac Cofer 

• Art LaBonte 

• Ashley Parker 

• Donald Altman 

• Edna Cofer 

• Robert Finley 

• John Macklin 
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• James Horne 

• Jacob Oliver 

And hear us, oh God, as we give thanks to you and lift to you other names of 

saints that we carry in our personal lives. Hear us as we lift their names to you aloud or 

in the silence of our hearts in thanksgiving at this time. 

For these and all your saints, we give you thanks and honor and praise and we 

look forward to that day when we will walk with saints and go marching in with all of 

them in the glory of your presence. In Christ’s name we pray, amen. 

 


