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Throughout history, Revelation has been a source 
not only of great confusion and personal 
consternation but at times widespread panic. 
Various groups, having believed they decoded its 
message, predicted the end of the world hundreds 
of times and at least several dozen of them have 
ended in tragedy… but, most notably, not the end 
of the world. 

So let me say it plainly. Revelation is not meant to 
help us know when the world is going to end.  Jesus 
himself said, “Of that day or hour no one knows, 
not the angels in heaven not even the Son but only 
the Father.”  

It is not as if John’s visions were glimpses of literal 
events in the future. 

Perhaps the crux of the matter is our failure to 
take into account the type of literature we are 
dealing with. It is not doctrine or history, but 
something entirely different. It is something like 
the difference between a photograph and Pablo 
Picasso. A photograph is a representation of what 
someone saw with his or her own two eyes.  
Picasso’s paintings with noses and eyes in various 
impossible places are meant to create an 
impression and an experience within the viewer 
that cannot be reduced down to analysis.   

Think, for example, of Ezekiel’s vision of the dry 
bones. We are not to think that at some point in the 
future a skeleton is going to come to life like a B-
horror movie! Rather Ezekiel’s vision was meant to 
give hope and strength to the Israelites in exile that 
God would restore them. Many of John’s visions 
have parallels in Ezekiel.  

John’s Revelation serves a similar purpose. John 
did not write Revelation for you or me. He tells us 
he is writing to those being persecuted for their 
faith. His visions are meant to sustain and 

strengthen them to persevere in the faith in the 
face of sometimes-horrific torture.  

With all of these provisions in mind, there is still 
a great deal of treasure we can glean from 
Revelation particular John’s vision of the throne 
room in Chapter 7. 

Throughout Revelation, John oscillates between 
heavenly and earthly scenes. The earthly scenes 
acknowledge the dark forces those being 
persecuted will face while the heavenly scenes 
offer them a glimpse of what awaits them on the 
other side of perseverance. Several things we 
should observe about this vision: the sheer glory of 
the scene, a multitude that no one can count that 
is utterly diverse, and that God will wipe away all 
tears. 

One of the most enthralling, overwhelming 
events I have ever witnessed was in Tuscaloosa, 
when Alabama played host to LSU. Over 100,000 
people screaming and cheering with absolute joy 
one moment and utter dejection the next. The 
jubilation erupted at the very beginning when the 
“Tide” took the field. The Alabama fans were 
completely committed to the cause (one might say 
well past the point of obsession)! When you met 
anyone, rather than saying, “Hello” or “Pleased to 
meet you” they would firmly grip your hand look 
you in the eye while chanting the sacred phrase 
“Roll Tide.” Everywhere I turned it was “roll tide” 
this and “roll tide” that! The entire experience 
assaulted the senses with its intensity and their 
fervor is forever emblazoned on my brain. Perhaps 
you have an experience like this in your past, but 
compared to the frenzy, adulation, and joy 
witnessed in the heavenly throne room it will seem 
like a cultured afternoon for tea with a string 
quartet in some polite English garden! 
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John describes a scene in which angels are 
singing, elders are bowing, creatures of all kinds are 
in attendance, and more people than can be 
counted are praising God in Jesus Christ. It all 
comes to a climax in Chapter 5 when, as John 
writes, “Then I heard every creature in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and all 
that is in them, singing!”  

John reveals that heaven will be a placed filled 
beyond our imagining with excitement, thrilling 
worship and joy like no one on this side of heaven 
has ever known! And rather than greeting each 
other with “Hello” or “Roll Tide” it will be, “The 
peace of Christ be with you!” People will say it and 
mean it with deep intention and focused passion. 

The next thing we notice about this scene is a 
multitude no one can count. The whole of the Bible 
and, even within Revelation, there seems to be 
varied glimpses of just how many saints there are 
in heaven. But John’s varied glimpses are meant to 
have an effect that builds with each vision. 

Back in Chapter 4 the throne room seems to be 
filled with the 24 elders, 4 creatures and angels. 
Then in Chapter 5 John to the vision has added 
myriads and myriads and thousands of thousands 
angels, creatures and elders. John continues in the 
beginning of Chapter 7 when the 12,000 each from 
the 12 tribes are sealed, numbering 144,000 and 
then, finally, the scene is filled with so many of the 
faithful that their numbers are beyond counting. 
These ever-expanding visions of the throne room 
are something like taking a picture of a mountain 
from close up and then taking more pictures as you 
step back further. The further back you go, the 
more you can see.   

The faithful that John wrote to, along with us, 
have a tremendous amount of work to do. At times 
it is daunting and disheartening. It feels inevitable 
that we will fail. But one of the most comforting 
aspects of this passage is that though God has 
important tasks for us in this life, the job of Savior 
is already taken. It is not up to us to get people into 
heaven, that is God's work. The fate of any soul will 

not be left in our hands, but it is in the hands of the 
Lamb and that's why we see that great multitude 
that no one can count. 

To look at the world today, the task is impossible. 
But to know the outcome, to know that victory is 
assured, empowers us to work with the confidence 
of one who has a special secret. 

Knowing this game is rigged by the supreme Lord 
of heaven and earth gives a very different cast to 
the type of evangelism we are meant to do. The 
Bible tells us to leave room for the wrath of God. 
Instead we ought to be the joyous evangelist, the 
generous giver filled with love and grace.  

Another glorious aspect of this scene, along with 
the sheer numbers of people, is the vast swath of 
humanity from which they come. Tribalism so 
infects our world – and you have heard it said that 
the most segregated hour of the week is Sunday 
morning in worship. But John sees God’s full 
intention of the harmony of humanity being 
realized as it worships the Lamb. 

He tells us he sees people from every nation, all 
tribes and people and languages.   

This is why it is so important to gather with 
believers from traditions other than our own. The 
community thanksgiving service with rural and city 
churches, large and small, black and white is a 
beginning at reflecting our heavenly destination. 

Not only will such gatherings in heaven be 
moments of great healing, but such diversity will 
multiply the intensity and depth of the worship. 

Perhaps you have experienced the power of 
worshipping Christ in a Haitian, Brazilian, or 
Congolese church. To experience worship from a 
culture dramatically different from your own opens 
you to new aspects of God’s glory.   

I particularly remember the tremendous intensity 
within Korean worship. As the Executive Presbyter 
in Alabama I visited many Korean churches, believe 
it or not. Not being able to understand the words, I 
think, helped me appreciate the unique character 
of their praise. From the preacher to the choir, not 
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only was there supreme expertise but a focused 
energy and intensity present in every note and 
every word. I have been to many worship services 
which primarily draw on your heart and many that 
primarily draw on your mind. But very few which 
involved so much of the self all at once. Their 
passion, intellect, emotion, and will with laser 
precision and focused purpose and praise centered 
on Christ.   

The heavenly worship John describes will draw on 
the strengths of all the different peoples and, with 
perfect harmony, will blend into one voice, all in 
praise to the Lamb. There is no earthly equivalent 
to what awaits us all in heaven. 

All that divides us will be healed. Hard to imagine, 
glorious to consider.  

Think about history. Just in this country, much 
less the world, we have had so many deep 
problems amongst Native Americans, Africans, 
Asians, Hispanics, and Europeans. Over the history 
of the world, billions have died because of terrible 
prejudice, hatred, and greed. But God will do what 
we cannot. John can see that every tear will be 
wiped away. 

What we hear in the heavenly song, within those 
voices, within the hearts and minds of those 
praising God, we find every single tear, every bit of 
pain, every ounce of loss ever, all the injustice, 
hatred, greed, all of it, has been redeemed by the 
Lamb! God will bring together all this history and 
heal it, cleanse it, and redeem it. 

 


