Pastor Jacob Haag Revelation 7:9-17
All Saints’ Day A 11/5/23

Introduction

Honestly, sometimes I feel like I should just give up. I try so hard to be a pastor, only for
society to not care. I try so hard to hold onto the Bible, only to get dismissed as obsolete. I try so
hard to increase our ministry, only to see such small results. I try so hard to raise my children,
only to worry about the world they will enter. I try so hard to lead a God-pleasing life, only to get
marginalized for it. I'm tired of it all, and I suspect you often feel the same way too. If there ever
was a time in our country where it was easy to be a Christian—where people automatically came
to church, where people were interested in the Bible, where people gladly welcomed pastors into
their homes—those days are over. It’s a hard, slow, agonizing struggle, for me and for you. Why
keep going? Why not just give up? Why not be a nominal believer, who privately identifies as a
Christian and picks the parts of the Bible you want to believe and goes along with the flow of our
societal culture so your life is convenient? It’s easy to want a comfortable way out. It’s easy to
get frustrated. It’s easy to want to give up being a Christian in our world today. And why? It
seems as if this earthly reality is the end, as if all we can expect from our faith is a bunch of
hardship and opposition. This is why we need All Saints’ Day and this vision from Revelation. In
today’s First Reading, the vision of the saints above energizes the saints below:

Here’s What You Need to Keep Going!
more encouragement ... more victory ... more forgiveness ... more protection ... more comfort

More Encouragement

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more encouragement. After this I looked,
and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe,
people and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb. John felt so alone on
this island, isolated from Roman civilization, isolated from his congregation he loved so much,
isolated from his home back in Ephesus. But what did he see? A great multitude. This is the
ultimate fulfillment of the promise given to Abraham of old, that his descendants would be this
innumerable multitude, like the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore, a multitude that
would encompass people from all nations on earth. This great multitude incorporates the saints
from all times and all places.

So often we feel like John. We come on Sundays, and five minutes before church starts,
we look around and wonder, “Is this it?” We look at the statistics of our synod and can’t help but
see this slow but steady decline from our hay day. We look at the current levels of youth
participation and worry if we’ll be able to make it twenty or thirty years from now. Here’s what
you need to keep going! More encouragement! You are not this isolated island of a congregation,
this tiny group that can only hope to hold on for dear life. You are part of something bigger and
better than yourself, part of this gigantic, gargantuan multitude that no one can count! With all
those people surrounding you to encourage you, don’t give up. Keep going!



More Victory

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more victory. They were holding palm
branches in their hands. And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God,
who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” John felt so defeated, as if he was on the losing team
and Rome was on the winning team, as if it was a complete blowout 520, as if all he could do
was gingerly walk back to the locker room with his tail between his legs and his head hanging in
defeat. But what did he see? Palm branches. Palm branches were used in the Mediterranean
world to celebrate victory. We often understand salvation as deliverance from sin, death, and the
devil (and that’s true), but in Revelation salvation includes this connotation of victory. Christ has
emerged victorious over all the cosmic forces of evil, and his victory is shared with his people.

So often we feel like John. We feel like the Christian church in America is losing. We
feel like we are this mediocre team from this tiny college who comes into Michigan Stadium on
opening weekend just to get blown out. We feel like all we can do is lick our wounds, salvage
some decency, tip our hat to the superior opponent, and go back to the privacy of our homes and
bury our head in our hands. Here’s what you need to keep going! More victory! You’re not on
the losing team! You not bound to face off against your coworkers who don’t want to hear about
religion or your own children who don’t want to step foot in church, throw up your hands in
exasperation, and exclaim, “Well, what can you do?” You’re on the winning team! Your Savior
Jesus has crushed the competition of sin, death, and the devil, and his resurrection and ascension
guarantees that his victory is yours. With this great victory lap around the stadium, filled with
fans waving palm branches, don’t give up! Keep going!

More Forgiveness

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more forgiveness. “These are they who
have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in
the blood of the Lamb.” John felt so sinful, a human who could look back on his life and see sin
piling up, a man who still had regrets that haunt him to this day, a pastor who could look at his
calendar and see so many things left undone. But what did he see? White robes. In the Bible,
white is the color of purity. Look closely, and all the garments of our lives are not pure. They are
stained by sin, streaked with selfishness, and spotted with shortcomings. But once the Lamb of
God, the ultimate sacrifice who fulfilled the entire Old Testament sacrificial system, shed his
blood on the cross, he washed away all your sins to make you clean and pure before God.

So often we feel like John. We can look back on all the years of our lives and see all the
sin piling up in the rear view mirror. We have tried to break our bad habits, but just like a
nervous schoolgirl constantly biting her fingernails, we feel helpless to do anything about it. We
have told ourselves to try harder to do more good in our lives, but we have to admit that so many
of our good intentions are left by the wayside as life speeds on by. Here’s what you need to keep
going! More forgiveness! You’re not bound to be stuck in this cesspool of shame, this trap of



transgressions, this garbage pile of guilt. Jesus’ blood acts as the most powerful version of Tide
Pods with Oxi Boost + Ultra Stain Release to get out every last sin better than any bleach ever
could! With forgiveness that is always more than our many sins, don’t give up! Keep going!

More Protection

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more protection. “He who sits on the
throne will shelter them with his presence. ‘Never again will they hunger; never again will
they thirst. The sun will not beat down on them,’ nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the
center of the throne will be their shepherd; ‘he will lead them to springs of living water.’” John
felt so vulnerable, a confused traveler who had lost the navigation app on his phone, a wandering
pilgrim who was exposed to the elements, a helpless sheep who was walking right by all the
ferocious wild animals of life. But what did he see? A shepherd. Any Israelite who had read the
Old Testament knew the Lord was their shepherd. Ever since their wanderings in the wilderness,
the Lord was described as their shepherd who lead them through life. The tabernacle of his
presence would spread a tent over them to protect their parched lips from the dry desert, their
sweaty brow from the scorching sun, their faint head from the blazing heat, until they would
reach the ultimate temple in the Promised Land.

So often we feel like John. We wander through life like the Israelites wandered through
the wilderness for forty years. We see so many faint paths lying before us, and as they stretch off
to the hazy horizon, we don’t really know where they’re going. We look around us and can only
see the scary mountains and the ravenous wolves and the treacherous dangers that are all
threatening our lives and our souls. Here’s what you need to keep going! More protection!
You’re not an exhausted sheep that is just going to keel over under the desert sun or a helpless
sheep that is just going to get pounced on in the middle of nowhere by the howling wolves. Your
Good Shepherd will lead you through the wilderness of this life, until you reach the Promised
Land, where everything that makes this sojourn so hard—the hunger, the thirst, the weakness, the
struggles—will be eliminated once and for all. With protection to guide you every step of the
way, don’t give up! Keep going!

More Comfort

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going. He received more comfort. “‘And God will wipe away
every tear from their eyes.’” John felt so sad. He was the last of the apostles left, with all the rest
of his dear friends and ministry partners dead, with so many of them suffering violent deaths of
martyrs. But what did he see? No tears. This final sentence quotes from Isaiah, which describes
how God will swallow up death forever. God is this compassionate, empathetic person who
walks up to you and, without saying a word, wipes away the tears that are flowing down your
face. The risen Christ has conquered death, and he comforts us when the saints we have known
and loved die in the faith and pass on to the saints triumphant.



So often we feel like John. I know I’m not the only one here who, on All Saints’ Day,
can’t help but think about your mother who has died in the faith. Or your father. Or your brother
or sister. Or the members of our congregation—Ilike Doris Buettner, John Burtt, Dick Miller,
Ruth Sell, and many others. Here’s what you need to keep going! More comfort! You don’t need
to feel like there will be no end to the grief and tears and raw emotion. Your risen and ever-living
Christ says, “I know what it’s like to face death. I have conquered the grave, and I have brought
all these saints from the grave to glory everlasting. And I will do the same for you too!” With the
comfort of all our tears wiped away, don’t give up! Keep going!

Conclusion

In November 1940, the Nazis bombed the city of Coventry, England. The town and its
cathedral were destroyed. After the war, the church decided to leave the ruins in place and build
a new church next to it. In the new cathedral they built a large glass wall, etched with saints and
angels ten feet tall. Right outside that large glass wall was their old bombed-out cathedral. How
could they keep going? They had to look through the vision of saints and angels to deal with the
rubble of this life.! We may not have bombs falling overhead like the people in Ukraine, Israel,
or Gaza, but sometimes we feel like we should just give up. What do we need to keep going?
This overwhelming vision from Revelation! Holy smokes, it’s jam packed: five things to keep us
going! All the encouragement, all the victory, all the forgiveness, all the protection, all the
comfort you need is right here! So face all the rubble in your life by looking through this vision
of the saints and angels in heaven. Amen.

! Adapted from Jonathan Schroeder, Commentary on the Propers, Year A (Waukesha, WI: Northwestern, 2022),
330.
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Introduction

Honestly, sometimes I feel like I should just give up. I try so hard to be a pastor, only for
society to not care. I try so hard to hold onto the Bible, only to get dismissed as obsolete. I try so
hard to increase our ministry, only to see such small results. I try so hard to raise my children,
only to worry about the world they will enter. I try so hard to lead a God-pleasing life, only to get
marginalized for it. I'm tired of it all, and I suspect you often feel the same way too. If there ever
was a time in our country where it was easy to be a Christian—where people automatically came
to church, where people were interested in the Bible, where people gladly welcomed pastors into
their homes—those days are over. It’s a hard, slow, agonizing struggle, for me and for you. Why
keep going? Why not just give up? Why not be a nominal believer, who privately identifies as a
Christian and picks the parts of the Bible you want to believe and goes along with the flow of our
societal culture so your life is convenient? It’s easy to want a comfortable way out. It’s easy to
get frustrated. It’s easy to want to give up being a Christian in our world today. And why? It
seems as if this earthly reality is the end, as if all we can expect from our faith is a bunch of
hardship and opposition. This is why we need All Saints’ Day and this vision from Revelation. In
today’s First Reading, the vision of the saints above energizes the saints below:

Here’s What You Need to Keep Going!
more encouragement ... more victory ... more forgiveness ... more protection ... more comfort

More Encouragement

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more encouragement. After these things
1 looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe,
people, and language, standing in front of the throne and of the Lamb. John felt so alone on
this island, isolated from Roman civilization, isolated from his congregation he loved so much,
isolated from his home back in Ephesus. But what did he see? A great multitude. This is the
ultimate fulfillment of the promise given to Abraham of old, that his descendants would be this
innumerable multitude, like the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore, a multitude that
would encompass people from all nations on earth. This great multitude incorporates the saints
from all times and all places.

So often we feel like John. We come on Sundays, and five minutes before church starts,
we look around and wonder, “Is this it?” We look at the statistics of our synod and can’t help but
see this slow but steady decline from our hay day. We look at the current levels of youth
participation and worry if we’ll be able to make it twenty or thirty years from now. Here’s what
you need to keep going! More encouragement! You are not this isolated island of a congregation,
this tiny group that can only hope to hold on for dear life. You are part of something bigger and
better than yourself, part of this gigantic, gargantuan multitude that no one can count! With all
those people surrounding you to encourage you, don’t give up. Keep going!



More Victory

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more victory. With palm branches in
their hands, they called out with a loud voice and said: Salvation comes from our God, who
sits on the throne, and from the Lamb. John felt so defeated, as if he was on the losing team and
Rome was on the winning team, as if it was a complete blowout 520, as if all he could do was
gingerly walk back to the locker room with his tail between his legs and his head hanging in
defeat. But what did he see? Palm branches. Palm branches were used in the Mediterranean
world to celebrate victory. We often understand salvation as deliverance from sin, death, and the
devil (and that’s true), but in Revelation salvation includes this connotation of victory. Christ has
emerged victorious over all the cosmic forces of evil, and his victory is shared with his people.

So often we feel like John. We feel like the Christian church in America is losing. We
feel like we are this mediocre team from this tiny college who comes into Michigan Stadium on
opening weekend just to get blown out. We feel like all we can do is lick our wounds, salvage
some decency, tip our hat to the superior opponent, and go back to the privacy of our homes and
bury our head in our hands. Here’s what you need to keep going! More victory! You’re not on
the losing team! You not bound to face off against your coworkers who don’t want to hear about
religion or your own children who don’t want to step foot in church, throw up your hands in
exasperation, and exclaim, “Well, what can you do?” You’re on the winning team! Your Savior
Jesus has crushed the competition of sin, death, and the devil, and his resurrection and ascension
guarantees that his victory is yours. With this great victory lap around the stadium, filled with
fans waving palm branches, don’t give up! Keep going!

More Forgiveness

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more forgiveness. “These are the ones
who are coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them
white in the blood of the Lamb.” John felt so sinful, a human who could look back on his life
and see sin piling up, a man who still had regrets that haunt him to this day, a pastor who could
look at his calendar and see so many things left undone. But what did he see? White robes. In the
Bible, white is the color of purity. Look closely, and the garments of our lives are not pure. They
are stained by sin, streaked with selfishness, and spotted with shortcomings. But once the Lamb
of God, the ultimate sacrifice who fulfilled the entire Old Testament sacrificial system, shed his
blood on the cross, he washed away all your sins to make you clean and pure before God.

So often we feel like John. We can look back on all the years of our lives and see all the
sin piling up in the rear view mirror. We have tried to break our bad habits, but just like a
nervous schoolgirl constantly biting her fingernails, we feel helpless to do anything about it. We
have told ourselves to try harder to do more good in our lives, but we have to admit that so many
of our good intentions are left by the wayside as life speeds on by. Here’s what you need to keep
going! More forgiveness! You’re not bound to be stuck in this cesspool of shame, this trap of



transgressions, this garbage pile of guilt. Jesus’ blood acts as the most powerful version of Tide
Pods with Oxi Boost + Ultra Stain Release to get out every last sin better than any bleach ever
could! With forgiveness that is always more than our many sins, don’t give up! Keep going!

More Protection

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going! He received more protection. “He who sits on the
throne will spread his tent over them. They will never be hungry or thirsty ever again. The sun
will never beat upon them, nor will any scorching heat, for the Lamb at the center of the
throne will be their shepherd. He will lead them to springs of living water.’” John felt so
vulnerable, a confused traveler who had lost the navigation app on his phone, a wandering
pilgrim who was exposed to the elements, a helpless sheep who was walking right by all the
ferocious wild animals of life. But what did he see? A shepherd. Any Israelite who had read the
Old Testament knew the Lord was their shepherd. Ever since their wanderings in the wilderness,
the Lord was described as their shepherd who lead them through life. The tabernacle of his
presence would spread a tent over them to protect their parched lips from the dry desert, their
sweaty brow from the scorching sun, their faint head from the blazing heat, until they would
reach the ultimate temple in the Promised Land.

So often we feel like John. We wander through life like the Israelites wandered through
the wilderness for forty years. We see so many faint paths lying before us, and as they stretch off
to the hazy horizon, we don’t really know where they’re going. We look around us and can only
see the scary mountains and the ravenous wolves and the treacherous dangers that are all
threatening our lives and our souls. Here’s what you need to keep going! More protection!
You’re not an exhausted sheep that is just going to keel over under the desert sun or a helpless
sheep that is just going to get pounced on in the middle of nowhere by the howling wolves. Your
Good Shepherd will lead you through the wilderness of this life, until you reach the Promised
Land, where everything that makes this sojourn so hard—the hunger, the thirst, the weakness, the
struggles—will be eliminated once and for all. With protection to guide you every step of the
way, don’t give up! Keep going!

More Comfort

The apostle John didn’t know if he should keep going. At the end of his life, he was
treated like a prisoner on Alcatraz and exiled to the island of Patmos, surrounded by the choppy
waters of the Mediterranean Sea, all because he proclaimed the Word of God and testified to
Jesus. But then he was smacked with this vision of heaven that knocked him to his knees, and he
got exactly what he needed to keep going. He received more comfort. “‘And God will wipe away
every tear from their eyes.’” John felt so sad. He was the last of the apostles left, with all the rest
of his dear friends and ministry partners dead, with so many of them suffering violent deaths of
martyrs. But what did he see? No tears. This final sentence quotes from Isaiah, which describes
how God will swallow up death forever. God is this compassionate, empathetic person who
walks up to you and, without saying a word, wipes away the tears that are flowing down your
face. The risen Christ has conquered death, and he comforts us when the saints we have known
and loved die in the faith and pass on to the saints triumphant.



So often we feel like John. I know I’m not the only one here who, on All Saints’ Day,
can’t help but think about your mother who has died in the faith. Or your father. Or your brother
or sister. Or all the names of the families on the gravestones I saw as [ walked through your
cemetery this past week—Ilike Hartley, Schairer, Schaible, Naebeck, and many others. Here’s
what you need to keep going! More comfort! You don’t need to feel like there will be no end to
the grief and tears and raw emotion. Your risen and ever-living Christ says, “I know what it’s
like to face death. I have conquered the grave, and I have brought all these saints from the grave
to glory everlasting. And I will do the same for you too!” With the comfort of all our tears wiped
away, don’t give up! Keep going!

Conclusion

In November 1940, the Nazis bombed the city of Coventry, England. The town and its
cathedral were destroyed. After the war, the church decided to leave the ruins in place and build
a new church next to it. In the new cathedral they built a large glass wall, etched with saints and
angels ten feet tall. Right outside that large glass wall was their old bombed-out cathedral. How
could they keep going? They had to look through the vision of saints and angels to deal with the
rubble of this life.2 We may not have bombs falling overhead like the people in Ukraine, Israel,
or Gaza, but sometimes we feel like we should just give up. What do we need to keep going?
This overwhelming vision from Revelation! Holy smokes, it’s jam packed: five things to keep us
going! All the encouragement, all the victory, all the forgiveness, all the protection, all the
comfort you need is right here! So face all the rubble in your life by looking through this vision
of the saints and angels in heaven. Amen.

2 Adapted from Jonathan Schroeder, Commentary on the Propers, Year A (Waukesha, WI: Northwestern, 2022),
330.



