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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 that 
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.”  

 
Our second reading this morning is from the New Testament Book of Revelation. I 
am going to read it again. While it is being read, see if you can answer the question: 
what do you think is going on in this reading? 
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What do you think is going on in this reading? Well, it sounds a bit like utopia, 
doesn’t it? It is the author’s perception, I think, of the Kingdom of God. Which, for 
the times in which it was written, near the end of the first century, is most likely 
what it is.  
Most of us know very little about The Book of Revelations. In fact, I suspect that 
most of us would rather avoid it and wonder why it is even included in our lection. 
It is unclear, violent in parts and somewhat weird. Revelation has an obsession 
with the apocalypse – a fiery conflagration, flanked by strange creatures, at the end 
of the world mixed in with scenes like the one described in today’s reading. 
Probably, some people thought the massacre, recently, in Paris and Brussels; and 
the tragic war in Syria and Iraq-were like scenes from the Book of Revelation – a 
modern day apocalypse.  
The response of mainline Christians is to ignore the Book of Revelation altogether, 
even to refuse to read it on principle. Some argue that its very presence in the Bible 
is immoral. And, who of us has not heard or seen a late night evangelist on radio or 
TV who uses texts from Revelation to tell us that we must repent or be doomed to 
hell! 
Strangely, no other biblical writing captures the current, popular secular 
imagination more than ones about an apocalypse, a seeming end of the world: 

• How many of you have watched television shows like The X-Files and 
movies like The Matrix or the very current movie ‘300’, or played the video 
game: The Left Behind Eternal Forces? 

• How many of you have read or heard of the best selling Left Behind Series 
written by fundamentalist authors Tim LaHaye and Barry B. Jenkins? This 
series is a fictional account of the end of the world as foretold, from their 
point of view, in the Bible’s last book, The Book of Revelation...  

So, imagery like that from the Book of Revelation has a strong hold on popular 
culture. In fact, opinion polls indicate that the majority of North Americans 
believe that the Book of Revelation is a road map for the future, a prediction of an 
inevitable and calamitous end to human civilization. The thousand dollar term for 
it is: ‘apocalyptic eschatology’ or the end of this world in a great conflagration – 
or Armageddon as it is also known 
We hear implications of it from more than one American Republican presidential 
candidate. One American President, Ronald Regan said that his was the last 
generation before Armageddon. And, he believed that the United States was a 
nation set aside to be a light of political righteousness in a divinely appointed 
historical conflict against communism. Likewise, the adolescents of the United 
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States, according to an article in the Atlantic Monthly, spend a good deal of their 
time reading the Book of Revelation. The author of the article, Ron Powers argues 
that the nihilism of otherwise well adjusted upper middle class American children 
leads them to perpetrate acts of extreme violence as a result. The massacres by  
young men and women, using guns and bombs,  in several places in the United 
states and in Canada in our time, are very current examples. 
We have a great deal of fear in our society. Fear of many things: of failure, of 
being killed or mangled.  
A well known quip goes like this: “My greatest fear is that I will be standing 
behind Mother Teresa in the final judgment line and I will hear God tell her, ‘You 
know, you should have done more.’” 

Or for a different kind of fear, there is the story of the two men talking to one 
another. One of them says, “My wife and I got angry last night and we had a fight.” 
His friend asked him, “How did it end up?” “How did it end up? Why, she came 
crawling to me on her hands and knees! “What did she say?” “She said, ‘Come out 
from under that bed, you coward.’” 
So, with this ‘bad rap’ for the Book of Revelation in mind, let’s explore the book 
to see what its real intent is for us 21st Century Christians. 
The Book of Revelation was written probably between 92 and 96 C.E. It was 
written to the seven churches in western Asia Minor, or the today’s nation of 
Turkey. Scholars believe that it was written by a Jewish, Christian, prophet named 
John who was neither the Apostle John, son of Zebedee nor the writer of John’s 
Gospel or of the Epistles named after John.  
Above all, it is what is called 'apocalyptic literature’. It focuses on the end of time 
and it ‘reveals’ the results of what happens to the ungodly, or the ones who do not 
obey the religious rules which guarantee a pathway to heaven or to the life 
hereafter. The language is strong, blood thirsty and violent and, as I said earlier, 
utopian. 
Its context is the end of the first century, where Asia minor, today’s Turkey, is still 
under the rule of the Roman Emperor who, in the course of maintaining his rule 
and order, killed many thousands of people. These were people who fought against 
the harsh Roman rule, as well as innocent citizens. One of those who was killed, 
some 65 years earlier was Jesus, because he threatened the Roman rulers, who 
collaborated with, the leaders of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem, to keep the 
Jewish population subjugated. Unlike the others, Jesus, who proclaimed the 
kingdom of God, chose non-violently to oppose this domination by Rome and the 
Temple leaders. 
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From start to finish, the Book of Revelation is a call to Christian discipleship. It 
crafts a sober appraisal of faithful religious identity, when the state oversteps its 
bounds and encourages its citizens to idolatry – to worship the Roman Emperor 
who believed himself to be the son of god. At the end of the first century, Asia 
Minor faced a military dictatorship and the tyranny of the Roman Empire. John, 
the author of the Book of Revelation, challenged his audience to think critically 
about their own political situation. In particular, he strongly argued that they 
needed to look carefully at the economic order of the Roman Empire and the 
human and ecological misery it unleashed on the world. This Empire was able to 
dominate people because it controlled the political, economic and religious powers 
of Israel. In contrast, Jesus and his followers promoted the Kingdom of God and 
God’s intentions for humankind and creation. John told his audiences to assess 
their political, economic and religious allegiances and to counter them with faithful 
witness to Jesus of Nazareth.  
So, given all of this, what does the Book of Revelation say to we twenty-first 
century Christians? In fact it says a lot to us as we try to figure out the role of 
ourselves as individuals and as a church in a society which is predominantly 
secular. A society where our Christian values, our principles, no longer dominate 
our culture; a society where the church and state are separate and, apart from the 
use of language in our legal and government systems which is inherited from the 
bible, there is no real sense by many in our society, of God or of a being outside 
ourselves who is involved in our daily lives.  
According to Harry Maier, a professor at the Vancouver School of Theology, who 
has written extensively about the Book of Revelation, the underlying message of 
Revelation is as true for we twenty-first century Christians as it was for those at the 
end of the first century. Maier writes: “like John’s original audience… daily we are 
invited to worship at the altars of consumerism, to champion the expansion of an 
empire of global capital, to seek security behind walls of military might, to pursue 
ideas of greed and selfishness at the cost of environmental degradation and 
destruction. Like John’s audience we are increasingly faced with a choice – to be 
citizens who participate in an empire blithely uncritical or studiously unconscious 
of the suffering it daily unleashes on the world; or, to seek a more costly way in 
testimony to an alternative construction of our social and planetary order”. In short, 
according to Maier, the Book of Revelation urges us to critically appraise our 
society. The book encourages a vision for us to adopt a socially engaged religious 
identity to live within an irreligious, secular, pluralistic society that rejects or 
doesn’t experience God. It urges an eschatological commitment – a commitment to 
living endings. It does not anticipate a pre-determined ending to history other than 
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that which must surely come if present destructive courses of action are not ended 
or significantly curtailed.  
We are to confront society much like in the story of the older gentleman who was 
carefully backing a heavy old Rolls Royce into a parking place. A teenager, in a 
sports car zipped in and stole his place. Getting out of the car, the youth grinned 
and said, “You got to be young and quick to be able to do that, Pops.” The older 
gent grinned too, and continued to back up his Rolls, crunching the tiny sports car 
into a total wreck. “And you have to be old and rich to be able to do that, son”, he 
said. 
So, contrary to what strident media evangelists have been saying all these years, 
the Book of Revelation’s preoccupation is not to comfort the persecuted, but to 
challenge Christians who are enthusiastic supporters of the economic and military 
might of an unjust ruler, whether it is a dictator or an unjust democratically elected 
government. In that sense it is apocalyptic. It presents an ‘unveiling’ – which is the 
meaning of the word ‘revelation’- an unveiling of empire, domination, military 
tyranny and idolatry. All the things which Jesus opposed. Or, in our time, it is the 
metaphor of Pop’s, the person who calmly tries to live out Christian values, and 
who effectively challenges anyone who represents an amoral, secular society based 
on selfishness. 
How about us? Are we prepared to live out our Christian witness in the midst of 
our 21st century secular society? In the words of the Book of Revelation, which do 
we choose to live in, the corrupt city of Rome or the City of God?   
That is the question I leave with you: are we, as Christians prepared to work 
toward the city of God - a world which is as God would like it to be?  

- Gary Hamblin 
- Sources: Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossans, The Last Week; Harry 

Maier, Apocalypse Recalled; Fred Craddock et. al., Preaching Through the 
Christian Year. 


