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Revelation 7:9-17 

9 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 village of Dalmeny in Scotland stands on a hill on the outskirts of the city of Edinburgh near South 

Queensferry which faces the Firth of Forth, a Scottish word for fjord, or inland waterway where the River Forth opens 

into the North Sea. The small village and its kirk look like they are straight out of central casting for a clergy murder 

mystery, whether it be Grantchester or Father Brown or P.D. James. During my time studying at the University of 

Edinburgh, I was also on the presbytery’s pulpit supply list and usually about once a month or so I got called into action 

and the Dalmeny congregation was one of those opportunities. The church or kirk was built around 1160 A.D. or 400 

years before the word Presbyterian would be gleam in anyone’s eyes. It is the only existing Church of Scotland 

congregation that worships in parish church built by the Normans. It had survived hundreds of years of wars between 

Scotland and England, it had survived the turbulence of the Reformation, it had survived World Wars and it had been a 

Christian community of faith for that village for nearly 900 years.  



Today in our worship services we will baptize two children and welcome them into this church and the larger 

church that will connect them to the little congregation that gathers at Dalmeny Kirk, connect them to our Roman 

Catholic brothers and sisters in Christ who celebrating a new pope, with New Orleans roots no less, connect them to 

those Norman Christians who built that church 900 years ago, and connect them to the seven communities addressed in 

Revelation: Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. I remember hearing another 

Presbyterian minister preach when I was in seminary and he said something regarding baptism I have never forgotten, 

and that is--- ‘that the church is always one generation away from extinction.’ Nothing is guaranteed. Faith is not 

assumed or can be preserved no matter how hard Christians sometimes try do just that. We cannot legislate our faith to 

the next generation no matter how hard we may try to write it into our statutes.  

 I once had an elder in a church say to me that he respected every book in the Bible, but wanted nothing to do 

with Revelation. He was not alone. John Calvin wrote volumes of theological treatises, thousands of sermons, and a 

commentary on every book of the Bible, except for one: Revelation. Some of the more recent otherworldly interpretations 

of Revelation have not helped the cause, turning Revelation into a predictor of ‘end times’ or a code for locating the anti-

christ or who is going to be raptured and who is going to be ‘left behind.’ And some days it is easy to rip out all the news 

headlines and piece together our own apocalyptic case, from hurricanes and hundred year storms in North Carolina to 

wildfires throughout greater Los Angeles to political turmoil and potential wars and rumors of wars. Teaching Sunday 

School last week, Robert Edgecombe shared the apocalyptic joke about the Presbyterian minister and the Catholic priest 

alongside the highway holding up signs warning approaching traffic. One side read: ‘turn around, the end is near.’ The 

other side read: ‘turn around, before it is too late.’ As an approaching car ignored the religious zealots and their crazy 

rantings on the side of the road and sped directly ahead only to crash into a ditch, the priest turned to the minister and 

said, ‘do you think our signs should just say ‘bridge out up ahead’? Just ignore Revelation as the rantings of some Times 

Square street prophet. Just let the Left Behind crowd manipulate it to determine who is in and who is out, who will be 

raptured and who will be left behind. Just dismiss it as otherworldly visions that have nothing to do with this life. 

 Which brings me back to the original context of this letter written to seven churches. Churches, I would guess, 

that when this letter was written, might have been surprised to hear that Christian communities would continue to bear 

witness to Jesus Christ for the sake of the world 2000 years later. Churches, I would guess, that might be as surprised as 

those Norman Christians that built Dalmeny Kirk in 1160, that a congregation continues to exist and serve Jesus Christ 

inside those ancient walls today. The seven churches in Revelation were well aware that the church was one generation, 

maybe one Roman emperor away from extinction. Nothing was given. They were a minority of a minority in a culture 



that worshiped strength, power, and success, and disdained weakness, compassion, and selflessness. They were fledgling 

little communities in Asia Minor, far from the corridors of power, living mostly under the radar of imperial Rome, and yet 

communities worried and anxious and uncertain about their future.  

How was it, they wondered, that Jesus Christ is Lord and Victor over all things, if in our world and society, the 

corrupt seem to be rewarded, those in power ignore the needs of the weak and the dispossessed, and imperial Rome 

seems more concerned about maintaining its power and keeping its boot on the neck of its subjects? In many ways, the 

book or Revelation is the answer to that question. How is it that Jesus Christ is Lord—given the look of things? That in 

spite of the way things may look at any given moment, Jesus Christ is Victor and will redeem God’s good creation and 

unite heaven and earth together forever. Here in our passage today, a gathering of a multitude so great that no one could 

count, from every nation, all tribes and peoples and languages, stand before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm 

branches in their hands. All creation is gathered around the Lamb at the center of the throne and they worship him day 

and night…the trials and tribulatons of life will be done away with...hunger, mourning, crying, and pain, and God will 

nourish all creation with the water of life and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes’ (Rev. 9-17).  

In his commentary on this passage, Presbyterian minister Eugene Peterson writes that this passage represents a 

curious yet wholly biblical phenomenon of terrible trials and tribulations and struggles with evil which are ‘set alongside 

extravagant praise.’ Peterson reminds us that ‘Christians sing. They sing in the desert, they sing in the night, they sing in 

prison, they sing in the storm…the songs of this revelatory vision of the ‘end’ are the ‘Christian response’ to the ‘statistics 

of evil.’ ‘Any evil,’ Peterson reminds us, ‘is exposed as weak and pedantic before such songs’ and visions.1 He then adds 

this: the Bible does not, from beginning to end, provide us with a proper explanation of evil. Evil exists, it persists, it 

demonically finds ways to pervert what is good. It is exists, but is not explained. There is no explanation of it. What the 

Bible does is simply bracket evil between Christ and the ongoing prayers of the Christian community. As Revelation 

points to the end, it points us to a future in which evil is a finite episode not a total triumph.2 Far from being an escapist 

text or a book of the Bible we should fear or run from, the message of Revelation is the radical affirmation that in spite of 

how bleak any moment may seem, in spite of the meagerness of the Christian community and the overwhelming power or 

triumph evil seems to wield over our lives or the life of the world, evil does never has the last word, God does. Revelation 

is the is what Easter means when it is brought to fulfillment for all God’s good creation.  

 
1 Eugene Peterson, Reversed Thunder, 84. 
2 Eugene Peterson, Reversed Thunder, 85. 



I recently read an interview with author Robert Caro about his voluminous biographical series on the 

complicated life and political career of Lyndon Baines Johnson. One of the traits Johnson had was an uncanny knack for 

counting votes and always knowing which politician was going to vote which way and why. Caro attributed this 

powerful knack to Johnson’s own upbringing and the desperation in which his family lived after his father had gone 

bankrupt trying to make a living off their family ranch. Johnson knew what it might mean to lose everything, he knew 

what it might mean to have the bank take your home, he knew what it might mean to live hand to mouth, and because of 

that he drove himself to never be wrong counting the votes, because he had lived through the devastation and 

consequences of someone not doing their homework and it had nearly destroyed his family. The churches of Revelation 

would understand. They were living on the edge, unsure of what the future held, or if Christ’s victory had any tangible 

hold on their lives and their future. Our passage today is one such response to their fears and worries that evil would 

overwhelm them.  

In the late 1970s, our predecessor denomination published the Declaration of Faith which I believe strikes a 

similar note to the end that Revelation offers us. It begins with this heading: ‘Hope in God gives us courage for the 

struggle,’ and then it reminds us that ‘the people of God have often misused God’s promises as excuses for doing nothing 

about present evils. But in Christ the new world has already broken in and the old can no longer be tolerated. We know 

our efforts cannot bring in God’s kingdom. But hope plunges us into the struggle for victories over evil that are possible 

now in our lives, in the church, and in our world. Hope gives us courage and energy to contend against all opposition, 

however invincible it may seem, for the new world and the new humanity that are surely coming.’ Then the declaration 

ends much like the Bible ends, not with a whimper but with a steadfast reminder that God will overcome evil with good. 

‘Jesus is Lord! He has been Lord from the beginning. He will be Lord at the end. Even now, he is Lord.’3  

Even now, whether that now was the small little first century communities named in Revelation or whether that 

now is that little village church in Dalmeny or here in this place. Even, now Jesus Christ is Lord, and wills to use us, in 

what may seem like small and trivial ways, to plunge ourselves into his service, to resist evil and live with hope, and to 

hold fast to what is good, for the sake of the world God so loves. Even now. Amen. 

 
3 A Declaration of Faith, 1977, p.180. 


