
Multitude: Part Two 
 

I know about Matthew 7:13-14, about the narrow gate, and only a few finding it. It’s 

maybe the verse I remember best from my childhood. Of all the verses in Scripture this 

was it! I now know that this verse is anchored solidly in the way illuminated by the 

Sermon on the Mount: the decision for love over anger, forgiveness over vengeance, trust 

over judgment, service over power. And only a few find it! Indeed! And it’s anchored in 

a historical moment: Jesus pleading with his people to respond wisely to Roman 

occupation and not rebel, knowing that if they did they would be crushed. Which they 

were.        

 

So I know about Matthew 7:13-14, but I also know that, according to Scripture, one day 

all nations will stream to the mountain of the Lord’s temple (Isaiah 2:1-4), that the earth 

will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea (Isaiah 11:1-9), that 

one day God will prepare on the mountain a feast of rich food for all peoples (Isaiah 

25:6-9), that God’s rule will extend from sea to sea (Zechariah 9:10), and that the 

kingdom of God is like leaven which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal 

until it was all leavened (Matthew 13:33). I remember in 1 Kings 19 the prophet Elijah, 

despondent and on the run, saying twice to God, “I am the only one left, and now they’re 

trying to kill me too.” And God’s answer is essentially this, “Well, I’ve got some work 

for you to do, and by the way, if you’re counting, Elijah, I have yet 7,000 in Israel!” How 

had Elijah missed the 7,000? 

 

And I have John’s vision in Revelation 7 of 12 x 10 x 10 x 10 from the tribe of Judah, 

then Reuben, Gad, Asher, all the way down to Benjamin. In verse 9, John says it this 

way: “A great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and 

language.” They are standing before the throne, wearing white robes (purified; something 

has happened to them to make them clean), holding palm branches, symbols of victory, in 

their hands. And no one could count them. To those small, struggling groups, meeting 

secretly in houses in Asia Minor, John is saying, “You can’t possibly imagine how big 

this is!”   

 

So who can stand? John is saying: You can stand. You can make it through the chaos. By 

resisting the empire, by simply being who you are and sticking to what you know is true, 

you may end up washing your robes and making them white in the blood of the Lamb. 

But you can stand. You will (now in verses 15-17) arrive one day at the throne of God—

Control Central of the Universe. You will be joyfully—with pleasure—serving God day 

and night in his temple. Never again will you hunger; never again will you thirst. The sun 

will not beat upon you, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne 

will be your shepherd. He will lead you to springs of living water. And God will wipe 

away every tear from your eyes. Whatever is happening, you can stand, even when the 

Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are bearing down on you. When you feel beleaguered, 

alone in your convictions, maybe frightened by what you see happening around you, John 

is saying, “I felt like that too. I felt like that on the island of Patmos and then I looked and 

there before me was a great multitude that no one could count from every nation, tribe, 



people and language.” And when at the end of Revelation (21:16) he describes the New 

Jerusalem, its dimensions are mind-blowing: 1400 miles long, 1400 miles wide, and 1400 

miles high. How tall is the Empire State Building? Oh, about a quarter-mile tall. But then 

you look at that text again and it’s really 12,000 stadia, the unit of measurement in that 

time, and you have this 12 x 10 x 10 x 10 again. This city goes on forever.   

 

Salvation, remember, is always larger than we suppose. It’s larger than it looks from the 

hill country of Tennessee. It’s larger than it looks from Wall Street. It’s larger than 

eighteenth- or twenty-first–century thought can grasp. It’s larger than either you or I can 

grasp. And it addresses not just individualized sins (irresponsible drinking or sex) as if 

our society itself were Christian. It addresses also structural sin, the idols of our age. In 

biblical terms it identifies Babylon as Babylon. It unmasks the powers and principles. It 

challenges the beasts. It takes on the empire, knowing that history is always on its side, 

that one day there will be a great multitude that no one can count, from every nation, 

tribe, people and language.   

 

Meanwhile it’s Satan who would like us to think that salvation is just about us, about we 

few. It’s all about saving our own souls from Hell. If he could somehow make us feel that 

life is so bad, so hopeless, so bleak and dark, so dangerous and polluting, that in the end it 

comes down to saving ourselves, he’d win. If he could normalize smallness, he’d win. If 

he could just get us to settle for small things, he’d win.   

 

But if we go back to Scripture, and see what it’s really saying, we can dream larger 

dreams and begin to realistically work toward their fulfillment. We can work toward 

swords everywhere being beaten into plowshares. We can work toward an earth filled 

with the knowledge of the Lord. We can invest in God’s kingdom—his reign of love and 

peace—filling the earth. We can work toward a world brought together under Christ 

where little boys and girls growing up in Teheran grow up trusting little boys and girls 

growing up in New York City. We can envision a world in which no child is left behind 

and where children are not the victims of abuse or violence or even neglect. We can work 

toward city streets where little boys and girls can play safely, and not be killed by drive-

by shootings or preyed on by drug pushers. We can work toward a world in which no one 

is judged on the basis of birth. We can anticipate a time when all men and women 

everywhere—regardless of who they are or what they have done—will know that they 

can start over, be reborn, be forgiven, and then discover within themselves the Spirit of 

God. Because now we know that the story we find ourselves in leads one day to a great 

multitude that no one can count. Re-think. Look again and see. Enlarge your vision.  

Think bigger, kinder thoughts. And trust God. 

    

The challenge is always to enter fully into this story we find ourselves in: to sense its 

scale, how large this story is, how important it is, and yes, how serious it is if we find 

ourselves in the wrong story. Never forget what can be done in God’s story—a world 

saved, healed,  rescued, transformed. It’s a story that leads one day to a great multitude no 

one can count. So the angel comes to us and says,  

 

If we fail this time,  



it will be a failure of imagination,  

and then she places the world gently  

in the palms of our hands.1 

—Dale Pauls 

                                                 
1 Brian Andreas. 


