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There is a wonderful episode in the book (and movie) Anne of Green 
Gables, where Anne is persuaded by a peddler to buy a hair-dye. This dye 
was supposed to turn her (supposedly ugly) red hair a “beautiful raven 
black.” Well, Marilla comes back to find that Anne's hair has turned green! 
Sometimes the color you expect out of a hair-dye is not quite what you wind 
up with. We see this principle at work in the passage today. Normally, if 
blood gets on our clothing, we can expect our clothes to become red, or if 
the clothes are blue, the spot will turn purple. What happens, though, if we 
immerse an entire robe in the blood of Jesus? Does it turn red? NO! It turns 
spotless white! This is not what we would expect. It doesn't matter what 
color the robe was originally. When it is washed in Jesus' blood, it turns 
white. It could be as black as night (and our garments are just that filthy!), 
but when Jesus' blood touches it, the robe becomes white as snow. Are you 
washed in the blood of the Lamb? 

Our passage starts with one of the elders asking John a rhetorical 
question. The elder asks John who this innumerable multitude is. From our 
studies last week, we saw that the innumerable multitude is the church 
triumphant, the church in heaven, the church at rest. Remember also that the 
entirety of chapter 7 answers the question that those condemned asked at the 
end of chapter 6: who can stand before God on the day of His wrath? The 
answer is that the angels can stand, the 144,000 (the church militant) can 
stand, and the innumerable multitude (the church triumphant) can stand. The 
elder asks John two things: what is the identity of this multitude, and what is 
the origin of this multitude? John might or might not know the answer to this 
question. At any rate, John wants to know what the elder is going to say 
about it, and so he reflects the question back to the elder by saying, “Sir, you 
know.” 

The elder's answer has sparked quite a lot of controversy. He says, 
“These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation.” Most of us are 
probably aware of the view of the end-times that says that there is going to 
be a great tribulation after the Rapture, and that God's people will escape the 
tribulation. This would be the view of the “Left Behind” series. 



Unfortunately for them, the text does not say that. In fact, it says almost the 
exact opposite. The text here does not say “they escaped from the great 
tribulation.” Rather, it says that they came out of the great tribulation. In 
other words, the innumerable multitude experienced the great tribulation. 
They did not escape from it! To prove this, we must look at the way that 
John uses the word “tribulation.” When we do, we find that John uses the 
word to describe the present time between Christ's first and second coming. 
The word “tribulation” is used five times in Revelation. In 1:9, John tells the 
churches that he is their partner in the tribulation. How can John be their 
partner in the tribulation, if the tribulation is not set to happen for another 
2,000 years at least? In 2:9, Jesus says to the church at Smyrna that He 
knows their tribulation. How can Jesus know their tribulation if it hasn't 
happened yet? In verse 10 of that same chapter, Jesus says to the same 
church that they will have tribulation 10 days, which means a short period. 
Most likely this means a short time period affecting that particular church at 
that particular time. The letter was written to that church, after all. So, the 
tribulation described there cannot be a tribulation after the Rapture. Finally, 
in 2:22, Jesus describes the penalty that Jezebel will have as a “great 
tribulation.” This refers to someone actually alive at the time. In other 
words, in all other instances of the use of the word, it describes something 
that is going to be happening during the lifetimes of those who were in the 
seven churches. Even Matthew 24 does not necessarily describe some 
special period after the Rapture. Verse 22 of Matthew 24 explicitly tells us 
that the elect will have to endure through the time of tribulation. In short, the 
great tribulation is the entire time between Christ's first and second coming. 
The Lord preserved them through the great tribulation. 

Now we come to this beautiful, yet odd picture of washing robes in 
blood, and having them come out white. Here we have divine laundry 
indeed! The saints washed their robes white in the blood of the Lamb. It is a 
startling picture. As we know, bloodstains make things look red, generally 
speaking. So why does John use this strange word picture? The reason is 
simple: Jesus' blood cleanses. This is the significance of all the Old 
Testament sacrifices. It is the significance of the times when blood was 
sprinkled on the altar, on the priests, and on the people. The difference is just 
as important as the similarities. Nowhere in the Old Testament do we hear 
about the blood of animals making anything white. Blood stains. In 



Shakespeare's play Macbeth, the villain Macbeth at one point asks if the 
entire ocean would be enough to rid his hands of the bloodstains. He says 
that before that would happen, his hands would make the entire ocean red. 
With Jesus it is just the opposite. His blood can make the foulest clean. The 
next time you are washing your clothes in the washing machine, think about 
the fact that your spiritual robes need only one washing, and they are 
perpetually clean. There is no bleach, baking soda, or detergent that can 
wash our souls clean. But the blood of Christ washes perfectly clean. This 
might give you an entirely different perspective on doing laundry! You can 
observe how human attempts to clean robes and clothes are always doomed 
to be temporary. Only Christ can clean permanently. And when you groan in 
your spirit that you have to do laundry yet again, turn that groaning into a 
thanksgiving that Christ can cleanse you from all your sins once for all.    

However, many people get a bit queasy about this. Why should we be 
talking about blood? The reason is again simple: blood equals life. Leviticus 
tells us that the life of the flesh is in the blood. Lose your blood and you lose 
your life. Now our lives are forfeit to God because of our cosmic rebellion 
against Him. Therefore, our blood should by all rights be spilled. The 
wonderful thing about the gospel is that Christ's blood was spilled for us. In 
other words, His life for our lives. So when John says that the saints have 
washed their robes in the blood, what that means is that the saints have made 
Jesus' death theirs. It means they have appropriated the benefits of Christ's 
death to themselves by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. As one seminary 
professor used to say, “Make much of the blood.” Contrary to what our 
society would like (which is never to talk about death at all), we must make 
much of the blood, because only by Jesus' blood can we have any hope of 
eternal life. 

The text goes on to show us the results of their faith. They enjoy union 
and communion with God in grace and glory. They are before the throne. 
The serve God night and day in His temple. As the Psalmist says, “I would 
rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell among the tents of 
the wicked.” They also experience the fruition of the covenant. The 
substance of the covenant with God's people is simple: the people will be 
God's people, and God will be their God. God will dwell among His people. 
And since they are perfectly clean now, God can dwell among them without 
burning them up. Instead, God will provide for their every need, and there 



will be no more tribulation. 
The point of verses 16-17, some of the most beautiful verses the entire 

Bible, is that God will be their great Shepherd. He not only provides for the 
needs of His sheep, but He even removes the need entirely. We think of 
ourselves usually as people who have needs. We are fragile people who 
hunger and thirst, who get ill and need medicine. We are people who 
experience grief and tragedy. Not true of the church triumphant! No more 
hunger, and no more thirst. The sun will not kill anyone. And that fountain of 
youth that so many people pursue will be given to God's people as a free 
gift. John says that the living fountain of waters will be available to them. 
These verses are steeped in the Old Testament. Isaiah 49:10 says, “They 
shall neither hunger nor thirst, neither heat nor sun shall strike them; For He 
who has mercy on them will lead them, Even by the springs of water He will 
guide them.” As we can see, John almost directly quotes Isaiah, and certainly 
takes all his ideas here from that text. The reason it is important is that we 
can therefore know that God keeps His promises. What God promised in 
Isaiah, He provides in Revelation. 

The promise about the fountains of water also hearkens back to the 
familiar Psalm 23. There it is important to the imagery to notice that the still 
waters are the ones that are not dangerous. The wadis, or canyons, of 
Palestine were very dangerous for sheep, since a flash flood would carry 
away the sheep quickly. It was the shepherd's job to find the quiet pools from 
which the sheep could drink without any danger. Here, John tells us of the 
living fountains. There is nothing safer than the fountain of life! It is the 
quiet waters of which David spoke. 

I can hear, in the backs of many minds, the unspoken question, at this 
point: what does all this have to do with Easter? So far I haven't mentioned 
the resurrection of Christ at all. What does this passage have to do with 
resurrection? The answer is everything! Resurrection underlies the whole 
text. Let's go through the text and ask the resurrection question: how can any 
one of these pictures happen unless Christ be raised from the dead? How can 
anyone come out of the great tribulation if Christ has not first come out of 
the great tribulation of Hell and death? How can Jesus' blood be available 
for divine laundry if Jesus is still in the tomb? Most importantly, how can the 
one who dwells in the midst of the throne of God (and that is Jesus!) be there 
at all if He is still under the power of death? How can He dwell among His 



people if He is still dead? How can He be served by God's people if He is 
still dead? How can Jesus permanently remove hunger and thirst, if He has 
not conquered the very thing that produced hunger and thirst in the first 
place, namely, sin? And how can God wipe away every tear from our eyes, if 
Jesus has not removed the very source of grief at its root by His rising from 
the dead, thus conquering sin and death? Resurrection is the underlying 
thread that holds the whole passage together and it is what tells us that these 
things will indeed happen. We have a God who always keeps His promises. 
All the promises of God are yes and amen in Jesus Christ, says the apostle 
Paul. The Old Testament promises are fulfilled in Jesus Christ. In fact, we 
can summarize the entire Bible this way: the Old Testament is God's promise 
made, and the New Testament is God's promise kept, both of them showing 
us our savior Jesus Christ. The resurrection is, therefore, nothing less than 
the seal of God's fulfillment of the entire Bible. It is the exclamation point at 
the end of the whole story. It is God's promise that one day death will be no 
more. Death will itself die. 

Is this your hope and faith? Do you believe that you will one day 
come out of he great tribulation with a spotless white robe? Do you believe 
that you will one day serve around the throne of God Himself? Do you 
believe that God will actually dwell so near you that you can see Him and 
not be burned to a crisp? Do you believe that one day you will neither 
hunger nor thirst, and that you will have access to the most refreshingly cool 
waters of the fountain of life, and that there will be no more grief or pain? 
Do you believe that? Do you also believe in the only thing that will get you 
all those things? And that is the divine laundry that washes your robe white 
in something very red. Do you believe that Jesus' death brings you life, and 
that His resurrection is for your justification, as Paul says in Romans 4:25? 

If it is your hope and faith, then do you live it? Do you live as 
someone whose robe is washed in the blood of the Lamb? And if your robe 
is already washed, why would you want to get it dirty? Yes, it is true that 
Christ's blood washes away all sins, past, present, and future. However, that 
does not mean that we have a free reign to do whatever sin we want to do. 
What is needed here is a recognition that we need to live this life from the 
perspective of the future. We have to live this life from a heavenly 
perspective. Ask yourself this question: is the thing you are doing or are 
contemplating doing compatible with serving God in His throne-room? Is it 



something you would do while drinking from the fountain of life that your 
Great Shepherd provides? Is this action something that needs cleansing by 
blood? Of course, we need all the help we can get when it comes to resisting 
temptation. This is only one of many things we can think about to help us. 

As we enjoy our families and friends this Easter, and as we get sick 
because of Easter candy, let us remember one thing: Christ's resurrection is 
not just an event in the past. It has ongoing significance, and underlies the 
entirety of our future lives. The resurrection is the reason why Christ's blood 
can make our souls white.        


