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A Great Multitude in White Robes 

August 27, 2017 

By Pastor John Wells 

 
Revelation 7:9-17 - The Multitude from Every Nation 
 9After 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. 10They cried out in a loud voice, saying, 
“Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!” 

 
 11And 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, 12singing, 

“Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom 
and thanksgiving and honor 

and power and might 
be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” 

 
 13Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, robed in 
white, and where have they come from?” 14I 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. 

15For 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. 
16They will hunger no more, and thirst no more; 

the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat; 
17for 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.” 

 
  One little phrase that I think speaks volumes about what it is like/will 

be like/should be like to be a follower of Jesus in the world is found here in 

this passage from the Book of the Revelation: 

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. 
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  Most often when you read a commentary or a Bible study on this 

passage from the Book of the Revelation of John, the conversation ends up 

being about some great persecution of Christians that is yet to come and will 

take place just before the second coming of Jesus. It is always seen as 

something future; something yet to come AND given the nature of the Book of 

the Revelation of John this might be exactly what is being referenced here. 

BUT it seems to me that we don’t have to go very far from where we are right 

now to talk about the “great ordeal” in our lives. 

  One of the challenges we deal with as Christians in 21st century North 

America is that we have had decades in which we have defined being 

Christian as simply being nice people. Most of us have been comfortable with 

this definition because it is easy, it is doable and it requires very little 

sacrifice. After all, we can define “being nice” in hundreds of different ways 

AND, generally speaking, we are all “nice” people. 

  Now, I don’t believe that I will be the first person to suggest to you that 

using the word “nice” to define being a follower of Jesus is way beyond 

inadequate. Jesus didn’t step into the world to call us to be “nice.” Jesus came 

to call us to “follow” and following means embracing a new set of core values, 

a new set of goals and dreams for our lives and a new way of living out those 

values and dreams every day. 

  Back in the 1960’s, against the backdrop of the War in Vietnam and a 

social revolution in which we were all being encouraged to “turn on, tune in 

and drop out” Jesus began to be described as a “counter cultural 

revolutionary;” like a first century hippy. 

  As a culture. we got caught up in songs like “Give Peace a Chance” and 

Coca Cola’s “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing.” In the Church we sang “Let 

There Be Peace on Earth” and let it begin with me. These are all wonderful 
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sentiments and admirable goals but many people made the mistake of 

thinking that this WAS the gospel. AND today I would like to suggest that 

the actual Gospel is much more personal than songs about learning to get 

along with each other. What we sometimes fail to realize is that Jesus really 

was a “counter cultural revolutionary” but in a much more radical way; an 

all-encompassing way. 

  Jesus didn’t call us to simply dress like revolutionaries or act like 

revolutionaries. Jesus came to transform our lives; he came to help us 

become the kind of people who live out God’s dream for the world we live in. 

We could say that we have been called to “march to the beat of a different 

drummer.” We get our goals and dreams and passion from the God who 

created the entire universe. And our expectation is that we will actually 

become people who take up Jesus’ banner and then stand against the cultural 

realities of our world. 

  Listen to what Jesus said about how our lives should be lived out every 

day. He said, 

If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves 
and take up their cross and follow me. Matthew 16:24 

  We live in a world of entitlements and expectations. We have been 

taught that we have a right to pretty much everything that we want; after 

all, it is the American way. It shouldn’t surprise us then that the most 

popular theological movement in the United States is one that promotes a 

God who is in the business of giving us everything that we want. 

  We live in a world where success is measured in things; in the brand of 

car we drive or the size of the house we live in or the amount of money that 

we have invested or the toys that we play with. Because of this, it is difficult 

for us to really get our arms around a Jesus who came to us with the counter 

cultural idea that we should live a life of “self-denial” and personal sacrifice. 
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  In the Christian community, we talk from time to time about the 

concept of tithing. AND generally when we do, someone gets upset because 

they have been schooled in the idea that we should never, ever talk about 

money. 

  The problem with this approach is that Jesus talked about money and 

he talked about it a lot BECAUSE he understood (as he said), 

For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  
Matthew 6:21 

  Jesus knew that what we learn to love will be the thing that drives our 

lives. And He came to call us to love the Lord our God more than anything 

else. Our giving is a testimony to the fact that we have decided to live a 

Christian counter cultural life. When we decide to give; when we decide to let 

go of a “meaningful” amount of what we have received (think tithing) we are 

saying that we care MORE about our relationship to God and our 

relationship to the people around us than we care about having more stuff. 

The amount of money we give away is directly connected to our desire to 

follow Jesus. AND our willingness to give may be one of the most counter 

cultural things that we will ever do. 

  And in case you’re wondering, the average contribution to ALL 

charitable causes (not just church) by mainline Protestant Christians (that 

would be us) is 2.9%. AND if you need some perspective on that number the 

average contribution of mainline Protestant Christians during the Great 

Depression was 3.6%. 

  One more money related thing that you might find interesting … 

  On the Clark Howard website there was an article about a series of 

research studies that were published in the journal “Health Psychology.” 

  The research suggested that … 
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 “… spending money on others or volunteering can not only boost 
your happiness — it can provide health benefits too! 
In (one of the studies), some of the participants were instructed to 

spend money on others, and the other participants were told to 
spend money on themselves. The group that spent money on others 
… experienced a drop in blood pressure — so much so researchers 
found it was equivalent to taking antihypertensive medication or  

starting an exercise program!” 

  We give because we trust. We give because we love. We give because we 

are called out of the world to help change the world. This will never be easy 

and the world around us may never understand why we do what we do. But 

the followers of Jesus are, by nature, people who are going against the flow; 

counter cultural; always faithful. 

  Jesus also said, 

Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.  
Mark 9:35 

  This is particularly difficult for those of us who have gotten used to the 

idea that other people exist in the world primarily to serve us. Many of us 

have been raised with the idea that we deserve to be at the front of the line. 

But Jesus suggested that we should choose to go to the back of the line 

instead because we want to value other people more than we value ourselves. 

Again, this is a conversation about what’s important and about making 

difficult choices in order for people to see the living God at work in us and in 

the world. 

  Following Jesus will never be easy because it asks us to turn away from 

our natural inclinations and choose what we least want to do. BUT this is 

where we learn to apply the personal humility that Jesus told us we should 

learn to value. 

  The summary is this: following Jesus will never be easy BUT I promise 

you that following Jesus will change your life. 
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  Jesus said … 

… I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute 
you, 45so that you may be children of your Father in heaven;  

Matthew 5:44-45 

  Don’t be like everyone else. Instead be like your heavenly father. Don’t 

be influenced by the people around you in this world but instead make sure 

that you are being influenced; shaped by your relationship to Jesus. ONCE 

AGAIN, this is where the church plays into this conversation because the 

church is MORE than just an event or an activity. The church is a SUPPORT 

GROUP for people who are striving to live like Jesus; to live a Christian 

counter cultural life. These are the people who are supposed to not only 

support you but to SHAPE you into the person that God wants you to be. This 

implies that we need to BE HERE and we need to ENGAGE HERE. We 

cannot just dress up, show up and then go home. We are being called to help 

each other live for Jesus. 

  The Apostle Peter said the same thing in this way, 

Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse; but, on the contrary,  
repay with a blessing. 1 Peter 3:9 

  I hope you are starting to “catch my drift” here. Jesus came to invite us 

into a lifestyle in which we intentionally strive to care more about our God 

and the people that God has placed around us than we do about ourselves. 

AND as I’ve already suggested, choosing to live by God’s rules and 

expectation will never be easy. 

But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are  
expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. Philippians 3:20 

  As the Apostle Paul reminded the Philippian believers, our citizenship 

is in heaven but we are residents in a world that operates out of a totally 

different set of goals and expectations than the ones that God has laid upon 

our lives. This means that there will be times when the people we associate 
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with will actively encourage us to not follow Jesus BECAUSE following 

Jesus; living a life of faithful servanthood makes them nervous. Some of them 

will even assume that because we are trying to live by God’s standards that 

we are somehow criticizing their life choices, and that’s not really what we 

are trying to do. But that’s how it may appear to them AND it’s hard for us to 

follow when it means disappointing people that we care about. 

Who are these, robed in white, and where have they come from?  
These are they who have come out of the great ordeal;  

Revelation 7:13-14 

  Now, I don’t know if THE CHALLENGES WE FACE BECAUSE WE 

HAVE DECIDED TO FOLLOW JESUS ARE WHAT THE ELDER MEANT 

WHEN HE TALKED ABOUT THOSE WHO HAVE COME OUT OF THE 

great ordeal. But I do know that ALL OF US WHO ARE STRIVING TO BE 

FAITHFUL FACE challenges because we have decided to take our faith 

seriously AND live out our faith practically. 

For this reason they are before the throne of God, 
and worship him day and night within his temple, Revelation 7:15 

  AND we also need to remember that Jesus has not left us on our own. 

He will always be present and working to help us be faithful. 

  Living THIS KIND OF COUNTER CULTURAL Christianity will 

require that we be MOTIVATED and FOCUSED and EMPOWERED and 

Jesus provides all of these things. 

  Motivation comes from our personal relationship to Jesus. There is no 

substitute for knowing him AND WE SHOULD know him. As Paul said, 

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the 
 sharing of his sufferings … Philippians 3:10 

  We operate with the promise that Jesus made to his disciples the night 

before he died. He said to them (and by extension to us) that he would never 

leave us or forsake us; he would be with us always. We invest ourselves in 
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spiritual disciplines like Bible study, prayer and worship in order to keep 

ourselves centered and motivated and focused on the life we have been called 

to live. We commit ourselves to being involved in the life of the Church 

because God has given us this new family of faith as a support group for 

living a Christian life, which means that we need to be connected to each 

other and growing together. The sad reality is that just attending worship or 

spending a few minutes together at coffee hour is not enough. We need to put 

ourselves into setting that encourage us to know each other better so we can 

trust each other more. So we can hold each other accountable to the covenant 

we have all agreed to honor. Once again, this is the untapped power of the 

church. 

  But the real power comes from the presence of the Holy Spirit in our 

lives. AND the Holy Spirit takes up residence in our lives when we are 

willing to surrender control over who we are to our Savior and our Lord. The 

life of faith begins with surrender or we could say that the life of faith begins 

with faith. We should all be asking Jesus to take up residence in our lives. As 

Paul said, don’t you know that you are “temples of the Holy Spirit.” 

Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit  
within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own? 

1 Corinthians 6:19 

  Temple is from the Greek word “naos” (ναός) which means “to 

dwell.” You are the place that God intends to dwell so let him dwell in you 

AND then his power and strength will be available to you all the time. 

  The “great ordeal” is here but so is our risen Savior. Live in him. 

  Now for the commercial: We are raising up a great challenge for this 

coming year. I am calling it a “Year of Discipleship” and it will be an 

opportunity for you to put into practice the things that we have been talking 

about today. For one year, I would like everyone who is connected to this 
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congregation to take on the challenge of living out the new life that Jesus has 

called us to. 

  This is a challenge to be a faithful steward of all that God has provided 

for you AND a call to live out the faith that you profess. This is also an 

opportunity to change the world you live in. This will change your personal 

life and have an impact on the lives of all of the people you associate with. 

  It is my dream that all of us will live the commitments we have already 

made. 

  I know that January 1 seems like a long way away, but you have to 

begin to make the decision to follow NOW so that you can begin to build your 

calendar around your new life in Christ. Let’s make 2018 the year that 

changed our lives, our congregation and our world. 


