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What Happens in Heaven? 

Revelation 7:9-17 
 

Her name was Sarah Margaret. She was one of the finest disciples of Jesus that I have ever 

had the privilege to know and serve as pastor. For many years, she had taught a ladies’ Sunday 

School class in her church. In previous years she had served in the WMU as one who loved, 

promoted, and prayed for missions. She was a true servant, always ministering in some way to 

people in her community. 

Her husband had died about ten years earlier, and it had taken a lot out of her. Some said she 

never was the same after he died. But what a faithful servant of God she still was!  

Her health had begun to fail—it started out with a simple, routine surgery that she just 

couldn’t recover from. Then she started having problems with her hands and legs, then with 

swallowing, and even talking.  

But she still wanted to serve. When she couldn’t visit people anymore, she would call them 

on the phone.  

When she began to have trouble talking, she wrote them notes and cards.  

When she began having trouble writing legibly, she had her daughter to sign cards for her 

and send them.  

And then came the dreaded news. They had finally determined what her problem was. It was 

Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis—ALS for short, better known as Lou Gehrig’s Disease. The 

prognosis was grim: the growing paralysis would continue until finally, she would simply be 

unable to breathe, and then that would be it. 

About a week before she died, I was visiting Sarah Margaret in the hospital. She was a bit 

agitated that day, the kind of agitation you feel when you want to tell somebody something but 

you can’t get it out.  

She tried several times to communicate it to me, but neither her daughter nor I could make 

out what she was trying to tell us. Finally she asked for something to write on. With some 

difficulty, we made out the two words she wrote: “heaven forever.”  

She nodded and pointed upward. I said, “Mrs. Sarah Margaret, would you like to hear some 

Scripture about heaven?” She smiled as best she could and nodded. Then I read this passage that 

is our text today, Revelation 7:9-17, 1 to her . . . 
 

9 After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no man could 
number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and tongues, 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, 
with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, 
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“Salvation belongs to our God who sits upon the throne, and to the Lamb!” 
11 And all the angels stood round the throne and round the elders and the 
four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and 
worshiped God, 12 saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and 
thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God for ever and 
ever! Amen.” 

13 Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed 
in white robes, and whence have they come?” 14 I said to him, “Sir, you 
know.” And he said to me, “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.  

15 Therefore are they before the throne of God,  
and serve him day and night within his temple;  

and he who sits upon the throne will shelter them with his presence. 
16 They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore;  

the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat.  
17 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd,  

and he will guide them to springs of living water;  
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 

 

I can’t begin to tell you how many times I’ve used these words to offer comfort to someone 

like Sarah Margaret who was facing death, or to a grieving family at a funeral. There’s a beauty 

in this passage that’s beyond analysis and explanation. We have simply to admire and enjoy it 

much the same way as we enjoy the beauty of a rose, but multiplied many times over. You see, it 

gives us a picture of what happens in heaven. 

 

Experiencing Revelation 

Now to experience the Book of Revelation and its visions properly, we need to understand 

what kind of literature it is. It’s an ancient Christian apocalypse—in fact, that’s the name John 

himself gives the book in 1:1, literally from the Greek, the Apocalypse of Jesus Christ. 

New Testament scholars like Charles Talbert, Mickey Efird, and Bruce Metzger have helped 

us understand that apocalyptic was a literary genre used by pagans, Jews, and Christians in the 

ancient world that employed vivid images, numbers, colors, and such to paint a broad picture. In 

Revelation, that picture is one that calls believers to faithfulness in the face of both persecution 

and prosperity, reminding them that Christ has won and that God will ultimately have his way, 

and that what really counts is to be on his side, whatever that may cost us in this life. While 

apocalyptic often dealt with future events, it was never intended to be a detailed outline of a 

chronological sequence. As Charles Talbert has described it, apocalyptic doesn’t provide us with 

a video preview of upcoming events. Rather, it’s a series of portraits of God’s ultimate victory.2 

Maybe the closest contemporary equivalent to apocalyptic is the editorial cartoon3—where 

caricatures of persons, nations, groups, and events are used to portray a message. You know 

what I’m talking about. During the days of the Soviet Union, Russia was portrayed as a bear. If 

the cartoon has a tall slender aging man in an old-fashioned suit with striped pants and a striped 

stove-pipe hat with stars on it, you know that’s “Uncle Sam,” representing the United States. An 

elephant represents the Republican Party, a donkey the Democrats. And on it goes. 

I like the way Bruce Metzger put it when he wrote: 

 

 



 3 

The book of Revelation is unique in appealing primarily to our 

imagination—not, however, a freewheeling imagination, but a 

disciplined imagination.4 

 

What John saw 

 John’s vision is remarkable indeed. For a second time, he sees the heavenly worship around 

God’s throne.  

In chapters 4 and 5, he saw God on His throne, surrounded by twenty-four elders on thrones, 

and within that circle four living creatures who constantly sing: 

 
  “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, 
   who was and is and is to come!” 

  

All the creatures in heaven worship the one who sits on the throne as the Creator of all things. He 

is sovereign—he sits on his throne in heaven. He is absolutely holy, as the song of the four living 

creatures proclaims. And he is merciful, as the rainbow like an emerald that surrounded the 

throne indicates. Later in the vision, John saw a Lamb standing before the throne. This Lamb 

looked as though it had been slain, but now it was living! And all creation, every creature in 

heaven, on earth, under the earth, and in the sea praised the Lamb along with the one sitting on 

the throne. 

 Then here in chapter 7, John sees the heavenly scene again. But now he sees a great 

multitude that no one could number from every nation, tribe, people, and language standing 

before the throne and the Lamb. They are clothed in white robes and have palm branches in their 

hands, and they cry out, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits upon the throne, and to the Lamb!” 

And all the angels and the heavenly creatures and the elders join them, falling on their faces and 

worshiping God. 

 Then one of the elders asks John, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and whence have they 

come?” When John doesn’t know, the elder tells him that they are the ones who have come out of 

the great tribulation, faithful to the end, loyal to the Lord no matter what it cost them. “They have 

washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Their robes signify their 

righteousness in Christ. Their palm branches celebrate their victory in him. So they are before 

God’s throne, serving him day and night in his heavenly temple. And I love this part—“and he 

who sits upon the throne will shelter them with his presence”! They won’t hunger or thirst again, and 

the sun or any scorching heat won’t bother them anymore. 

 
17 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd,  

and he will guide them to springs of living water;  
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”  

 

Every time I read or hear these words, something stirs deep within me. I often think of the words 

of the Christian song, “I Can Only Imagine”: 

 

I can only imagine when that day comes 

And I find myself standing in the Son. 

I can only imagine when all I will do 

Is forever, forever worship You. 

I can only imagine! 
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Surrounded by Your glory, what will my heart feel? 

Will I dance for You Jesus or in awe of You be still? 

Will I stand in Your presence or to my knees will I fall? 

Will I sing hallelujah, will I be able to speak at all? 

I can only imagine!5 

 

What happens in heaven? 

Now through the years, I’ve heard people talk about getting to heaven and rocking for the 

first 10,000 years, or doing their favorite thing, like fishing or golfing or whatever. But that’s not 

the picture John paints. 

In this text, John described his vision of the victorious saints—the church triumphant—

around God’s throne in heaven. He gives us a portrait of what happens in heaven:  In heaven, the 

victorious saints worship God as he shelters them and the Lamb shepherds them. 

In heaven, the saints continually worship and serve God within his heavenly sanctuary. You 

see, even there, it’s not really about us; it’s all about him. The fact is that those who want to go 

to heaven so they can do forever what they want to do simply wouldn’t be happy there! Think 

about it—a lot of folks who claim to love God don’t even want to worship him an hour or two a 

week here on earth! There we’ll be always worshiping him! 

And no wonder! Because you see, in heaven, the saints celebrate the victory Christ won 

through his death and resurrection. He is the Lamb that was slain; now he is alive and is in the 

midst of the throne! He is the risen, victorious Christ who holds the keys of Death and Hades! 

And we will spend eternity celebrating his victory!  

We’ll not only celebrate his victory; we’ll enjoy his presence, because in heaven, God 

shelters his victorious saints with his own presence, protecting them from all harm. Now he’s 

with us; there, we’ll be with him. 

And even as God on his throne shelters the saints with his presence, the Lamb shepherds 

them for all eternity, providing for all their needs, guiding them to springs of living water. That 

puts Psalm 23 in a new light, doesn’t it? The one who shepherds us through this earthly life will 

shepherd us into and throughout eternity! 

 

After I read this passage to her, Sarah Margaret was satisfied. Her agitation was gone. A few 

days later, the Good Shepherd who had led her through the triumphs and the trials of this life, 

came and gently led her into his presence, where she joined that great multitude that no one can 

number, worshiping and serving him around his throne. She went to heaven to be with her Lord, 

forever. 

And when our time comes, if our trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, our Good Shepherd, so will we. 

 

 MEG 
                                                 

1 Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, Revised Standard Version. 
2 I am indebted here to Dr. Charles H. Talbert for this understanding expressed in his lectures on Revelation and 

his commentary, The Apocalypse: A Reading of the Revelation of John (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 

1994). 
3 James M. Efird, Revelation for Today (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 12. 
4 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1993), 

11. 
5 http://www.klove.com/music/artists/mercyme/songs/i-can-only-imagine-lyrics.aspx (accessed 05-06-2019). 


