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Lessons: Psalm 23; Revelation 7:9-17. 
 
 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. Who are those 
people? This is a letter that is often misunderstood. Its name is Revelation, not Revelations—
technically it is The Revelation to John. So the next time you hear someone talking about Revelations, 
you can correct them. 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 
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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 
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 Good Shepherd 
who walks with us through the darkest valleys so that we might fear no evil, the same God who raised 
Jesus from the dead and promised never to leave us, the same Shepherd who knows everyone of the 
sheep, 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 is a word we need to hear. Violence continues in Afghanistan and in Israel. In the last 
two weeks, there have been two more school shootings and although we certainly celebrate heroic 
acts by students who clearly prevented more killings, and gave their lives doing so, it would be better 
if they were all still alive.  

We’re never ready for this kind of violence and yet even in the face of such terror, we carry 
on, because we know a greater reality. Despite all evidence to the contrary, the Lord God omnipotent 
still reigns.  

Six years ago, the people of Boston gave us an example of perseverance. In the aftermath of 
the bombing at the Boston Marathon, the President proclaimed, the resolve of the people of Boston 
“is the greatest rebuke to whoever committed this heinous act. If they sought to intimidate us, to 
terrorize us, to shake us from…the values that make us who we are as Americans, well, it should be 
pretty clear by now that they picked the wrong city to do it.  
 “You showed us, Boston, that in the face of evil, Americans will lift up what’s good. In the 
face of cruelty, we will choose compassion. In the face of those who would visit death upon innocents, 
we will choose to save and to comfort and to heal. We’ll choose friendship. We’ll choose love... 

“In the words of Dick Hoyt, who has pushed his disabled son Rick in 31 Boston marathons, 
we can’t let something like this stop us. This doesn’t stop us. And that’s what you’ve taught us, Boston. 
That's what you’ve reminded us, to push on, to persevere, to not grow weary, to not get faint even 
when it hurts. 

“Even when our heart aches, we summon the strength that maybe we didn’t even know we 
had, and we carry on; we finish the race. We finish the race, and we do that because of who we are, 
and we do that because we know that somewhere around the bend, a stranger has a cup of water. 
Around the bend, somebody’s there to boost our spirits. On that toughest mile, just when we think 
that we’ve hit a wall, someone will be there to cheer us on and pick us up if we fall. We know that.”3 

Here in the church we know something more. Around the bend, the victory has been won 
already.  

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 
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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 our Good Shepherd, who leads us to spring waters of life and wipes 
away every last tear from our eyes. When your going is hard, remember this: the victory is already won. 

 

Let us pray: O God, the great shepherd of the sheep, lead us to green pastures and still waters that 
our souls might be restored. 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. 
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