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The Communion of Saints 

 
Text:  Revelation 9:7-19 
 
 I’ll bet Halloween didn’t sneak by without your noticing.  Halloween has become a 
favorite holiday in our culture. 
   

• People at the bank were wearing costumes on Friday. 
   

• All the movie channels were crammed with non-stop horror flicks. 
   

• People have been dyeing their hair orange and painting their nails black.   

• King’s Dominion was transformed into a giant haunted house. 

• There was a zombie festival in Richmond on Friday. 
 

• Inflatable draculas have sprung up in front yards, and trees are festooned with imitation 
spider webs. 

 
 It’s easy for All Saints Day to get lost in the shuffle.  And after all, what Halloween 
means is “All Hallows Eve,” or the eve of All Saints Day. 
 
 In fact, there are three days tied up together as October gives way to November.  All 
Saints Day is November 1, All Souls Day is November 2, and the vigil of both is All Hallows 
Eve on October 31.  Today we are celebrating All Saints.  Let me give you a little history. 
 
 Early in the life of the Church, many Christians were killed because of their faith.  The 
martyrs have always been the heroes of the church.  In the first few centuries, the Church set 
aside days of remembrance to honor them.  Each martyr had his or her own day.  But the 
martyrs became so numerous that they ran out of days to honor them.  By the end of the 4th 
Century, a single day was designated as the day to honor all the saints.  The term “saint” came 
from the Latin word “sanctus,” which means holy.  It was also called “All Hallows Day,” from 
the Greek word hagios, which means “holy.”  The martyrs were recognized as the holy 
Christians who, without question, were saved and were enjoying eternity with God.  It was in 
the year 871 that the date of November 1 was designated as All Saints Day in the west, and it 
has remained November 1 ever since. 
 
 On the night before the great feast days of the Church, there often is a time of worship 
and prayer in anticipation of the feast.  This is called a vigil.  That is where All Hallows Eve 
came from.  Interestingly, though, October 31 corresponded with a day that had been long 
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celebrated in the British Isles as a Celtic festival called “Samhain” (pronounced “sah’-win’).  It 
was at the time when the harvest had all been brought in.  The days were getting shorter, and 
light was growing dimmer.  The trees had lost their leaves, and you could feel winter coming 
on.  Samhain was a pagan festival, and the people believed the spirit world roamed free on 
that night.  And so they would dress up in scary costumes hoping to frighten off the spirits.  
When October 31 became the vigil of All Saints Day, many of the trappings of the old Celtic 
festival hung on. 
   
 All Souls Day, November 2, long ago became the day for honoring “all the faithful 
departed,” referring to those who died in Christ but were not known to be saints.  In fact, as the 
concept of Purgatory gained momentum in the Church in the Middle Ages, the vigil of All Souls 
became the time when people prayed for their loved ones in Purgatory to be freed to go on to 
heaven.  Children in the British Isles would go around and ask for a treat in exchange for 
praying for the household’s loved ones.  They would carry a sack and sing: 
 
 

A soul cake, a soul cake 
Please, good missus, a soul cake 
An apple, a pear, a plum or a cherry 
Any good thing to make us all merry 
A soul cake, a soul cake 
Please, good missus, a soul cake 
One for Peter, two for Paul 
And three for Him that made us all. 

 
God bless the master of this house 
And the mistress also 
And all the little children 
That round your table grow 
The cattle in your stable 
The dogs at your front door 
And all that dwell within your gates 
We'll wish you ten times more 
 
A soul cake, a soul cake 
Please, good missus, a soul cake 
An apple, a pear, a plum or a cherry 
Any good thing to make us all merry 
A soul cake, a soul cake 
Please, good missus, a soul cake 
One for Peter, two for Paul 
And three for Him that made us all. 

Paul Stookey, Elena Mezzetti, Tracey Batteast, 
from a traditional song  
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 You can see where trick or treat came from.  But there was a problem.  Church law 
forbade having a vigil on a feast day, and the vigil of All Souls would have fallen on the feast of 
All Saints.  So the two vigils were combined on October 31, on All Hallows Eve.  All this merely 
enhanced the old practices and superstitions about the spirits of the dead roaming free on that 
night. 
 
 It is interesting how things go around and come around.  An ancient festival of the 
pagans was appropriated by the Church to coincide with the All Saints celebration.  In a sense, 
Samhain was Christianized and became Halloween.  And now, our increasingly pagan culture 
has appropriated the Christian vigil of All Hallows Eve, and turned it into a merry celebration of 
the underworld.  In fact pagans, druids and Wiccans take Halloween very seriously these days. 
 
 But for us Christians, All Saints Day is the big show.  What does All Saints Day mean to 
us?  First of all, as I said, our purpose is to honor the heroes of the faith who have gone before 
and run the race with distinction.  Not only those who gave their lives for their faith are honored 
as saints, but also those who lived exemplary Christian lives: 
 

• Generous, self-giving people like St. Francis of Assisi 

• People like Gladys Aylward, self-sacrificing missionaries who gave up the comforts of 
home and family to take the message of salvation to the ends of the earth. 
 

• People like Samuel Isaac Joseph Schereschewsky, who translated the Word of God 
into several Chinese dialects so that people could know Jesus. 

  
We read the beatitudes on All Saints Day, because the qualities Jesus laid out there can be 
seen in so many of those saints who have gone before us:  people of humility who did great 
things for the Kingdom; peacemakers; prayer warriors; healers.  Why do we celebrate them?  
For one thing, they are our family.  As we read in the First Letter of John this morning,  
 

See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of 
God; and so we are. [1 John 3:1]   
 

God has created a vast family for us.  We call that family the “communion of saints.”  It 
includes all those living and dead who have been baptized and have given their lives to Christ.  
  
 First John goes on to say,  

Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we 
know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is.” [1 
John 3:2] 
 

 We are destined to be like Jesus.  And we aspire to be like Jesus.  These whom we honor on 
All Saints Day are people who did a pretty good job of being like Him.  And thanks be to God, 
they are family to us. 
 



4 
 

 But we do not honor the departed saints for their sake.  They are beyond needing our 
honor.  We celebrate them for our sake.  Let’s take a look at the reading from Revelation, 
Chapter 7 verses 9-17.  This vision of the great multitude dressed in white is one of the most 
encouraging messages in the Bible. 
   
 First, we are encouraged by the fact that they are a great multitude.  Jesus told us that 
the way to eternal life is a narrow way, and broad is the way that leads to destruction. 
(Matthew 7:13-14)  And yet, those who have followed that narrow way are not a measly few, 
but a multitude.  That speaks to our own fears and doubts and inadequacies.  And it ought to, 
because, just like you and me, not a one of those saints was able to save himself.  It is only 
through God’s grace that we are saved.  As the Bible tells us,  
 

It is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourself, it is the 
gift of God, not by works, so that no one may boast. [Ephesians 2:8-9]   
 

If it were not for God’s grace, there would certainly be no great multitude standing before HIs 
throne, saved and loved forever. 
 
 We struggle daily with our fallen nature; and so did each one of those saints.   

• We struggle with the wounds and the residue of the sins that have owned us in 
the past. 
   

• We struggle with our own doubts when God doesn’t do things the way we hope 
or expect.  
  

• We struggle with the lies that the devil lays on us in such clever plausibility.   
 

 But that great multitude, in which one day we will stand, has been washed clean by the 
blood of the Lamb. 
 
 We are also encouraged by the fact that this great multitude comes from “every nation, 
tribe, people and language.”  That means that God’s love is as broad as it is deep.  One of the 
great sinful deceptions of people has always been that those in their people group, or those of 
their race are the only truly excellent ones. There are groups of people who have been made 
to believe that they aren’t as good as everybody else.  And for those on both horns of that 
great lie, it is freeing and empowering to know that God loves all people equally.  In Christ, 
there is no “in group,” and there is no untouchable class. 
 
 This vision from the Book of Revelation also encourages us when it tells us that these 
are the ones who have come through the great tribulation.  Now, generations of people have 
speculated no end as to what this is referring to.  Is the “great tribulation” a future event that 
hadn’t yet happened when John received this revelation?  Was it the persecution that 
Christians were experiencing at the hands of the Romans?  Was it just the difficult life of those 
who give themselves to Jesus?  I think it is all those things and more.  For we all know how 
difficult life is.  We are living in a time when persecution and martyrdom are greater than ever 
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before.  There were more Christians killed for their faith in the 20th Century than in all the other 
centuries put together. 
   

• Christians are being slaughtered in Iraq by ISIS.   

• They are being chased from their communities.   

• Their livelihoods are being taken away from them.   

• Their daughters are being kidnapped.   
 

• Christians are in prisons in Iran and North Korea just because they shared their faith.   
 
The devil prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking souls to devour. (1 Peter 5:8)  It is a grim 
picture.  But as Jesus said,  
 

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil 
against you because of me.  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in 
heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 
[Matthew 5:11-12] 
 

 This great multitude dressed in white standing before the throne of God and praising 
Him day and night is the proof of the reward Jesus promised us. 
 
 And it is not just those whose lives are on the line in foreign lands who suffer the great 
tribulation.  It is happening here, too. 
   

• Christian morals are being voted out by public opinion polls. 
 

• Christian business owners are being sued for making Christian choices. 
 

• School children’s pictures of Jesus are being ripped down from class displays. 

• Valedictory speeches are being censored.  

• Atheist professors are crushing the faith of college students. 

• Prayer is being hounded out of public meetings. 

 These are painful and perplexing things to people who have sat back, secure in the 
belief that we are a nation under God.  This is all part of the great tribulation.  Who do you think 
hates morals?  Who hates the name of Jesus?  Who hates prayer?  It is Satan that same 
roaring lion. 
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 But Jesus has won the victory; and a day is coming when the battle will come to an end.  
That is the other encouraging truth in this vision from Revelation: 
 

They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; 
    the sun shall not strike them, 
    nor any scorching heat. 
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. [Revelation 7:16-17] 

 
 Jesus has promised us peace.  He has promised us an end to the great tribulation.  He 
has promised that we saints shall be vindicated and that we shall reap our reward.  During His 
last days with the disciples, Jesus described His triumphant return: 
 

Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon 
will not give its light, and the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens 
will be shaken. Then will appear in heaven the sign of the Son of Man, and then all the 
tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of 
heaven with power and great glory. And he will send out his angels with a loud trumpet 
call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the 
other. [Matthew 24:29-31] 
 

 In the mean time, what is Jesus encouraging us for—to make us feel better while we go 
about living like the rest of our culture?  He’s telling us He’s not done with us yet.  We can’t any 
longer just say “tsk, tsk” and complain about everybody else.  We have to be the holy people 
God has called us to be.  The message of All Saints Day is that if those saints who came 
before could do it, so can we!  The hour is late.  Jesus is coming soon.  He says so in His last 
words in the Bible. 
   

• We have to stop playing at religion.   

• We have to be “all in.”  

• We have to step up to the front lines  

• We have to take our stand against the principalities and powers of this dark world. 
 

• We have to offer ourselves as living sacrifices for Jesus to use in whatever way He sees 
fit. 

 
 And use us He will.  He has a plan.  He has the power.  And He’s not going to back off.  
And when we have come through the great tribulation, we will take our place with that great 
multitude and stand before His throne praising Him day and night.  Alleluia!  Come, Lord 
Jesus. 
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