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Are You Overwhelmed? 

Revelation 1:4b-8


INTRO:


What do you do when you feel overwhelmed? Are you ever over-

whelmed? Do you have a strategy for dealing with overwhelm? That's 

what we are going to think about this morning in the book of Revelation. It 

begins with a great shout of joy. It’s the last book of the Bible, it is the real-

ization of God's justice in a world so full of injustice and suffering. Here we 

see that God is not up there somewhere watching us suffer and live and 

die from an owner’s box. In Christ, God has entered the world to reclaim 

lost territory as God’s own.


This joyful note continues throughout the Revelation of John of Patmos. 

This letter moves from celebration to doxology to criticism of the church 

and civilization’s status quo. But all the criticism flows from the initial affir-

mation of the triumph of God in Jesus Christ. It has a poetic and hymnic 

quality. 


It seems to sing what it says!

It would be a mistake to interpret this passage verse by verse. We are 

meant to enjoy this hymn of praise, this great shout of victory. We need to 

think of what it means to us today as a hymn of praise.
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ME:


Are you overwhelmed? I have learned to smile when I feel overwhelmed. 

It is miraculous how much it helps. It is like when you were ice skating as a 

child on a frozen pond. Something heavy falls on the ice . . . And the crash-

ing ice spreads away as far as you can see. A smile melts the overwhelm-

ing feelings away. As we all discover as we grow older, everything passes, 

even the things that are making us feel overwhelmed. 


Just think, now you can watch the stressful situation pass 
by with a smile on your face! 

YOU:


Are you felling overwhelmed? Will you do it? Will you try smiling 

through it? If not, what will your approach be? 


Are you overwhelmed?

British theologian David Ford calls our age the “age of overwhelmed-

ness” He says that in our age, we have been so exposed to tragedy, heart-

break, and despair, that we are overwhelmed. The occasional natural dis-

aster, which we hear vague reports about long after the fact, has become 

our daily diet on the evening news.
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So, to defend ourselves from being overwhelmed by the pain, we click off 

the tv. We have to or we’ll become numb to it. We turn off the TV or we 

switch over to the Sports channel, or the home improvement channel.


Deep down we know this is not the best way to handle the overwhelm. It is 

in fact an inappropriate response to it. We must face tragedy. It is a part of 

life, and we must face it. If we are ever to do anything about these prob-

lems we must face them first.


During an age of overwhelmed-ness, this is difficult to do. It's is so tough 

to look at things honestly. Let’s see how God can help us this morning in 

Revelation . . .


Let’s pray together first . . . 


GOD:


 Revelation 1:4: Grace to you and peace from him 
who is and who was and who is to come, and from 
the seven spirits who are before his throne, 5  and 
from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn 
of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To 
him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his 
blood, 6  and made us to be a kingdom, priests 
serving his God and Father, to him be glory and 
dominion forever and ever. Amen. 

7 Look! He is coming with the clouds; every eye will 
see him, even those who pierced him; and on his 
account all the tribes of the earth will wail. So it is to 
be. Amen. 8 “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says 



4

the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to 
come, the Almighty. 

WE:


Revelation follows the letter-writing style of the ancient world and begins 

by naming the author and its recipients: 


John, To the seven churches in the province of Asia. 

It follows with the usual grace and doxology as often seen in Paul’s let-

ters. The grace is given through a Trinitarian formula. The Father is named 

as him who is, and who was, and who is to come. Next comes the Holy 

Spirit is named, out of traditional order or, the seven spirits before God’s 

throne. This phrase may also be interpreted “the sevenfold spirit,” with 

seven emphasizing the perfect spiritual power of this particular spirit. Je-

sus Christ, the second person of the Trinity, is probably mentioned last to 

emphasize and develop the role of this divine person in the verses that fol-

low. The formulaic quality is clear to those who look for such fragmented 

hymns and creeds in biblical texts. Much as in the “Christ Hymn” of 

Philippians 2, the relative pronoun “who” is followed by a series of descrip-

tive Christological statements. Jesus is the faithful witness, the firstborn 

from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. Joined to these 

statements is a beautiful doxology: 


To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by 
his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom and priests 
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to serve his God and Father—to him be glory and power 
for ever and ever! 

It is interesting that, unlike Philippians 2, the emphasis upon Christ’s humil-

ity is replaced by his role as reigning monarch of the universe. The Christ-

ian identification with Christ as a faithful witness results in their sharing in 

the new Kingdom that he has established. 

We are encouraged to look for God’s advent into history by a piece of tra-

dition that looks very much like that found in Matthew 24:30 but in reverse 

order:


Look, he is coming with the clouds,

and every eye will see him,

even those who pierced him;

and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because 
of him.

So shall it be! Amen (1:7).

In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the young prince muses to himself, asking what 

he ought to do in response to the sin of his young mother and his uncle 

who had killed his father and now have married each other. Young Hamlet 

wonders if it is better to take up the sword against a “sea of troubles,” or 

whether it is better to simply pull the covers up over his head, to end his 

life, to sleep, perhaps even to dream, and to end it all. Young Hamlet is 
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faced by such a sea of troubles that has become a flood. He is over-

whelmed.


Today there are many people who cannot even talk about the problems of 

the world. How do we feel about what lies ahead? Confident about it, 

or overwhelmed? The problems seem so large, what can anybody do? 

Much like Hamlet, we wonder if the best idea is to just quit, to numb our-

selves with sleep or daydreams. Where in the world could we get the 

strength to take on the sea of troubles when the sea has become an 

overwhelming flood?


Today in the Church year is the day we celebrate the reign of Christ, this 

year with the Revelation of John. This book arises out of a troubled 

Church. John does not get specific about the troubles the churches faced, 

but we can read between the lines. We know the church was clinging for 

its life on the fringes of the Roman Empire. We can easily imagine them 

there, a little band of Christians, surrounded by pagan cities. They seemed 

so small, so overwhelmed. What are they to do?


Where on earth can one look for hope for the future under such cir-

cumstances?


Rememberer that we saw Revelation begins with great shouts of praise. 

We might have expected the vision to begin with despair. The church was 
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in trouble, and the empire was stepping up the persecution of Christians. 

What is there to hope for in all that?


In spite of all the evidence to the contrary, Revelation is noted for its sus-

tained outburst of exuberant joy and praise. In the beginning, there is not 

despair, but doxology, praise derived from the hymns of the Church. They 

certainly sound like hymns! Listen to the passage again:


 Grace to you and peace from him who is and who 
was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits 
who are before his throne, 5 and from Jesus Christ, 
the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the 
ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us 
and freed us from our sins by his blood, 6 and made 
us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and 
Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and 
ever. Amen. 

7 Look! He is coming with the clouds; every eye will 
see him, even those who pierced him; and on his 
account all the tribes of the earth will wail. So it is to 
be. Amen. 8 “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says 
the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to 
come, the Almighty. 

John should have been overwhelmed by the great sea of troubles facing 

him and his beloved churches. But he responds with an overwhelming affir-

mation of the grace and triumph of God in Christ. In Jesus Christ, God has 

entered the world decisively and is busy reclaiming a lost world. Revelation 
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begins with poetry that evokes images of invasion, of cosmic battles, then 

a decisive victory by God Almighty. 


John on the island of Patmos responded to the 
overwhelming-ness of the present evil with affirmation 
of the overwhelming-ness of the victory of God in Jesus 
Christ. 

Really big, even sweeping claims are being made here. What happens in 

Jesus is not something that is personal or private, as we sometimes re-

duce the Christian faith to being. It is all out there, it is all public. Even poli-

tical. Even cosmic. Important matters are being addressed here. Impossi-

ble problems are being defeated. 


There is no corner of creation that is immune to this 
sweeping influx of God’s grace. 

Some see a parallel here to the Wesleyan revival in the eighteenth century. 

That was when John Wesley began his ministry in an England that seemed 

overwhelmed by social problems. The gin trade had led to problems with 

alcoholism. The industrial revolution had decimated the English country-

side, as people deserted it for jobs in the cities. Child labor was a huge 

problem too. There was social dislocation and chaos. Things seemed over-

whelming.


Eventually, John Wesley countered these problems with a revival that re-

sponded to the problems of the day with an overwhelming affirmation of 

divine grace. The Wesley brothers responded to the problems of the day 
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with singing, with hymns. We will sing one of those hymns in a few mo-

ments. 


What good do hymns do? Do they put food on the table? The Wesleys 

and John on Patmos responded to the overwhelming-ness of evil with an 

affirmation of the power of God. And that is the place to begin.


This morning if we really want to face our problems squarely, if we really 

want to stride into the future with confidence, the best thing we could do is 

sing. We need to sing some exuberant hymn about the triumph of the 

grace of God.


THE SERMON IN A SENTENCE:


Smile as you remember God’s grace and presence 
when you are overwhelmed.

YOU:


You have probably experienced it here on many a Sunday. In spite of my 

best efforts in the sermon, in spite of the clear reading of God’s Word in 

Scripture, what really moves you, what really fills you with power to go on, 

is the singing. When you join your voice with al your brothers and sisters in 

the pews, you know deeply that Jesus Christ reigns, that he will rule until 

all things are out under his feet, that the enemies of God will ultimately be 

defeated, that good will have the last word over evil, and that all will be 

well.




10

You know this, not rationally, but in the deepest, most profound depths of 

your being. Worship enable you to go on.


Perhaps they major reason you are here, we are here this morning is that 

we are looking for strength to go on in an age of overwhelmed-ness.


The only way to do this is to counter the evil of the overwhelmed-ness with 

the affirmation of the overwhelmed-ness of the power of God.


CLOSE:


Our God is not some distant, detached deity. He is not empathetic but 

powerless. Our God not only cares but acts. Our God has power to heal 

the brokenness in this world.


And that’s why we sing. That is why we smile in the midst of the over-

whelmed-ness. 


That is why we pray . . .


